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ABSTRACT
RHETORIC OF COLLABORATION: USING ETHICS OF SOCIAL JUSTICE AND
ACTIVISM THROUGH WRITING COMMUNITIES
Tina M. Iemma

This dissertation examines emerging writing community collectives that seek to
challenge the normative hierarchy of higher education in both composition and curricula.
I conduct empirical research to explore the ways activist writers, those with exposure to
social justice literacies from across and outside academic communities, influence an
ethics of collaboration and overall expansion of more public-facing, engaged and
inclusive research pedagogy and scholarship. The act of writing in collectives is needed if
a move toward advocacy and opportunity for equity is to be upheld within and beyond
academia. By examining social justice literacies occurring both in and out of the
traditional canon and academy, I explore the thoughtful and meaningful practices which
welcome transdialogical engagement, promote mutual mentorship and acknowledge the
desire, access, agency and opportunities for equity at play between writer, reader and
society.
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Chapter 1: Complicating Social Justice Writing Practices:
The Role of Collaboration in Generative and Actionable Writing Theory

Introduction: Overview of Study
We write in concert and collaboration, not in silos, and all intellectual fields that
push against institutional boundaries are threatened. This dissertation examines
collectives of social justice activists attempting to expand the fields within which they
presently reside by conducting empirical research into the dialogic literacies used to
create an ethics of collaboration in rhetorical situations. I probe the texts we encounter
and create together to humanize our experiences. As activist writers, I show the gaps we
have identified on our paths but I also show our lived experiences: presenting at
conferences, seeking publication, engaging across social media platforms and other
various forums for social engagement that are beginning to extend within and beyond the
notion of academia.
By merging social-justice writing pedagogy and critical race theory with an
interrogation of the historical category of Romanticism and the racial and social climates
of University Writing Centers, I argue the act of writing in collectives is needed if a move
toward advocacy and opportunity for equity is to be upheld in academia. By examining
social justice literacies, occurring both in and out of the traditional canon and academy, I
explore the thoughtful and meaningful practices which may ultimately lead to the
cultivation of desire, access, agency and opportunities for equity at play between writer,
reader and society. I draw from the Freirean tradition of literacy as a social practice. With
1

Pedagogy of the Oppressed as a guide, I examine how the oppressed and the oppressors
are affected by the act of oppression, the ways liberation can be taken up as a mutual
process, and how the use of cooperation, unity and organization may liberate the
oppressed. Time and time again activist writers turn to their social circumstances,
including social situations in which there are embedded in power dynamics, to work
together toward transformative collaborations. As Freire notes, “it is necessary that the
weakness of the powerless is transformed into a force capable of announcing justice. For
this to happen, a total denouncement of fatalism is necessary. We are transformative
beings and not beings of accommodation” (56). Emphasizing the ethics of collaboration
at play allows emerging writing community collectives to the performance held within
the process of learning to become actionable with the potential to subvert the normative
hierarchy of a defined institutionalized space. Examining the collective dialogic literacies
at play amongst my research participants will allow this dissertation to enact an ethical
framework from which to speak. Within this framework, I argue that the work of dialogic
research and pedagogy will lead to reflection, inner dialogue about practice and engage in
a habit of mind that will alter the power dynamic within those latter forms of capital.
Collaboration amongst learners seems most exciting when it promotes a sense of
humility, a desire to listen, and an eagerness to guide. By creating space for multiple
opinions and exchanges, we can encourage the expression of students’ voices in
conjunction with those most dominant in institutions. Laboring together and approaching
one another with sincerity, with shared ambition and with a common goal can create and
support a community of engaged citizens. As Eodice, Geller, and Lerner note in their
article “What Meaningful Writing Means to Students,” meaningful writing occurs when
2

students are invited to complete these steps: tap into the power of personal connection,
immerse themselves in what they are thinking, writing, and researching, experience what
they are writing as applicable and relevant to the real world and imagine their future
selves (3). They also found that “faculty who gave writing assignments that students
found meaningful often deliberately built these qualities into their teaching and
curriculum” (2). This type of collaborative laboring creates a place where rhetorical ethos
can be combined with an orientation to centering students in the classroom, where
identification and civic responsibility become entwined—and this is where the true
transformative and exciting powers of higher education in action/in its presence in the
real world exist.
Process and projection are the words that remain, which not only linger in my
mind and on my tongue but, somehow, have grown roots deep inside tapping into an
essence, an essence which has been at my core all along. Remaining in the flux and
fluidity of the beautiful, dangerous, and potentially revolutionary act of processing is not
enough. This dissertation adamantly claims that it is essential we, as contributors, project:
take a chance, put ourselves out there, intervene and act- even if our attempts to stabilize
instability, to fix the cracks and fissures, go unnoticed or leave the important opportunity
to become destabilized and taken up by others once again. Our stories of lived
experiences are told through process, a way of speaking into our setting/place and those
characters and practices that shape[d] our knowledge. If racial formation is as, Michael
Omi and Howard Winant suggest in Racial Formation in the United States, the historical,
political and social process of making racial identity, then the emphasis must be placed
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on the word “process” for in that exists the potential danger, power and beauty to alter,
stabilize and then destabilize (108-109).

My Evolution from Ally to Accomplice
This dissertation originates in my relationships with students, colleagues, mentors
in both composition and rhetoric and literature, directors of university writing centers,
fellow educators within higher education, various writing and others outside the academy
who are committed to social, cultural, and racial justice. The breath and the purpose of
this dissertation lies in the reflections upon the numerous discussions I have had with
these folks over time. These occurred via verbal dialogue, written correspondence,
formalized interview and many hours of fieldwork research. The freedom in speech and
acts empowers and enables, this cisgender white, heterosexual, female, first-generation
college student who navigates the line between graduate student, administrator and
contingent faculty member, to voice concerns and commitments with an eagerness to
make them apparent in our everyday interactions with students and the community. As I
assessed my own role, I struggled with my (dis)comfort to comment on my observations
as I am not only very conscious of taking up space where student to student/peer to peer
interactions were at play but also aware of how my presence, specifically my words and
actions, may threaten a space which was seeking to subvert the traditional hierarchies of
power in institutional settings.
In an attempt to accept and write from this level of [dis]comfort, I wish to engage
with the words of Asao Inoue, “discomfort is the first step to growth and change,” and
4

those of Neisha-Anne Green as she calls for “accomplices, not just allies” during her
IWCA 2017 Keynote Address (Praxis, 14.1). As she notes in one of her latest tweets,
excitedly announcing the much-anticipated publication of that speech, to be an
accomplice you must acknowledge but give up privilege, take a backseat to marginalized
voices, have stopped expecting others to educate you and do it yourself, and refrain from
seeking a title for actions. (Twitter, IWAC2018). To be an accomplice, I must agitate
rather than placate so I will keep my discomfort close and write from it. I will do the
doings by way of writing, an act I strongly believe can lead to (re)visioning justice. I will
remember that my words must always match my actions. To be an accomplice as a white
woman means I must use my passions, privileges and positionalities to support conditions
for the mutual expression of other voices often silenced and more important than my
own.
These conversations have grown out of our own definitions of society, race,
culture, and gender, the literacies we have gained from our individual, private lives and
the literacies learned from being activists. These conversations sparked discussion of
recent research, theory and pedagogical practices emphasizing the recognition of “a not
so easy intervention” in higher education. Most important is the knowledge that these
conversations were difficult, uncomfortable at times and seen as extremely valuable to all
those immersed in the very conscious and deliberate acts surrounding the relevancy.
Answers were not immediately generated; solutions were not instantly offered up. In fact,
the conversations got murkier and darker as time wore on because those involved realized
the daunting prospect of both what is being asked of those who have access to students
of higher education, and also what is asked of society at large. As Juan Guerra notes, “If
5

true change is in fact going to occur, we need to engage one another deliberatively in
personal and public spheres, […] learn how to declare our positions, listen to the
positions of others, then negotiate our differences in ways that acknowledge our
collective respect for the process, if not our mutual respect for one another” (102).
Discomfort, failure, commitment and the spark of major transformation must be allowed,
promoted and perpetuated when reading, writing rhetoric and speaking for these are the
most powerful tools at our disposal. In our embrace for change and strivings through
mutual collaboration, we must exercise patience and “remain intimately aware of how
slowly the academy as an institution moves to acknowledge the value of their work and
how important it is to keep pressing forward” (167). The result may never be the end, but,
as Guerra notes, students will be equipped with “a repertoire of rhetorical and discussive
tools that they can deploy from varied linguistic, cultural and semiotic spaces they are
likely to inhabit over the course of their everyday lives” (146).

Engaging Critical Race Theory and Intersectionality in the Ethics of Collaboration
Derrick Bell, Richard Delgado and Kimberlé Crenshaw’s work within critical
race theory means the conversation must extend to the context of higher education. Their
work within legal studies extends far beyond the grounding in this siitngular field. The
centering of story as method, revealing one’s experiences, and emphasizing the
importance of intersectionality allows future thinkers to bring race front and center. Their
lens has permitted scholars like Victor Villanueva, in his 2005 IWCA (International
Writing Center Association) keynote address and his subsequent publication in The
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Writing Center Journal, to take on the labor emphasizing antiracism acts. Most notable
and recent scholarship resides in Aja Martinez’s Counterstory: The Rhetoric and Writing
of Critical Race Theory, Carmen Kynard’s Vernacular Insurrections: Race, Black
Protest, and the New Century in Composition-Literacies Studies, Anne Geller, et al.’s
The Everyday Writing Center, Frankie Condon’s I Hope to Join the Band and Laura
Greenfield and Karen Rowan’s edited collection Writing Centers and the New Racism.
However, Genevieve García De Müeller, Asao Inoue, Vershawn Ashanti Young and
Suresh Canagarajah are also responsible for insisting that dismissing the importance of
race is a way to guarantee that institutionalized and systemic racism continue and even
prospers if it is not repeatedly exposed and made evident in our everyday interactions.
Critical language and cultural awareness play an important role in the development of
one’s identity as a reader, writer, and rhetorician. Not only are these extensions of one’s
literacies but as Guerra notes they suggest transcultural repositioning, “a move back and
forth between languages and dialects, different social classes, different cultural and
artistic forms, different ways of seeing and thinking about the increasingly fluid and
hybridized world emerging all around us” (13). Stagnancy is the death of dialogue and a
threat to cultivation of spaces designed for and by those most vulnerable in mind.
Intersections then can afford the contemporary reader methodologies where
theories can inform practices, where history can complicate theory and where the idea of
difference can suspend the heterogeneity hidden amongst the notion of identity. A shift in
focus attuned to the intersections of gender, race, class and sexuality create an exciting
blend of globalization with nationalism and thereby produce new communities of writers.
As Kimberlé Crenshaw argued in 1989, intersectionality not only acts as an intellectual
7

and analytical framework for understanding how aspects of a person’s social and political
identities combine to create various modes of discrimination and privilege but an
understanding of how these identities overlap to produce moments of empowerment and
oppression (167). Writing about these intersections does two very important things: first,
it finds points of shared oppression from which to dialogue and problematize; and
second, it puts theory to practical use. Collectively, we, as activist writers, juxtapose,
problematize, challenge, blur and deconstruct existing realms of knowledge in multiple
areas of cultural activity and, in doing so, opens up new possibilities for understanding.
We have the potential to counter monolingual hegemony, push the bounds of
conversation, and change the composition and curricula within higher education.
While much larger (but often separate) conversations in the disciplines of
composition and rhetoric and literary studies are occurring, this dissertation’s focus is to
expose these emerging writing community collectives as a transformative sites capable of
taking pedagogical intervention and putting it into actual, daily, and meaningful practice
by the bodies which are most attuned to marginalization, social justice activist scholars.
Advocacy for and scholarship on students’ linguistic and rhetorical rights not only
counter racism and language discrimination, but they also begin the process/labor of
addressing implicit, institutionalized racism which are often difficult to identify and alter.
Therefore, the argument of this dissertation will be grounded in bridging the divide
between these two disciplines.
This dissertation will describe anti-racist approaches to forming and forging
communities of social justice practices, both within the #Bigger6Romantix collective and
the Writing Center Collective: a student-centered training, continuing education and
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management of a university writing center. It will show the ways these communities
become more inclusive, less hierarchical and intentional in their challenging of white
supremacy. The purpose is to distinguish how each participant engages this sense and
brings it in collaboration--those active, deliberate attempts to have an authentic and often
interpersonal interaction with another writer. I focus on the importance of disrupting
dominant, Eurocentric ideologies, challenging neutrality and colorblindness, and
legitimatizing the experiences of people of color. Since racism converging with
classicism and imperialism manifests in higher education, my use of critical race theory
acts as an epistemological lens for researching and projecting a transformation of higher
education as part of a larger social justice agenda (Patton). I am not naïve: institutional
racism extends beyond the realm of higher education and yet I maintain that it is the most
serving space for transformative knowledge production. As the critical pedagogy of
Freire notes, these spaces also provide a place to gather and problematize social
conditions. This transformative knowledge production challenges dominant discourse and
ways of operating in and beyond the academy if we pay attention to the ethics of
collaboration at play between those enacting and promoting various rhetorical agencies.
Within this transdialogic frame, I will discuss how access is produced through a
theory reliant on an ethics of collaboration. By ethics of collaboration I mean touching
upon social justice theory and praxis, with an emphasis on the social epistemology
through the lens of critical race theory. Carefully, I will reflect upon the habits of mind,
the impact of mutuality in all exchanges and interrogate the notion of an ethics of care.
The fields of philosophy and rhetoric will assist in my expansion of what it means to
actively write/think/learn together. My exploration of the habits of mind and ethic of care
9

needed in such engagement to act collaboratively will include reflecting upon the acts of
persisting, managing impulsivity, listening with understanding and empathy, thinking
flexibly, thinking about your thinking (being metacognitive), striving for accuracy,
questioning and problem positioning, applying past knowledge to new situations,
gathering data through all senses, taking responsible risks, humility, thinking
interdependently and remaining open to continuous learning.

Why Making Social Justice Actionable Matters
My exploration of social justice literacies also sheds light on the habits of mind
which invite all writers and meaning-makers to be open, curious, responsible, creative,
flexible, engaged persistent and “meta”. The Godbee-ian philosophy of social justice
which means imagining social justice as a goal as much as a process...a process which is
ever-changing and ever-negotiated. However, it is not enough to remain in the flux and
fluidity of the beautiful, dangerous and potentially revolutionary act of processing. It is
essential we, as contributors, project: take a chance, put ourselves out there, intervene and
act…even if our attempts to stabilize instability, to fix the cracks and fissures, go
unnoticed or leave the important opportunity to become destabilized and taken up by
others once again. It’s in the process – in these little moments (the Foucauldian breaks,
the disruptions/ors, the fissures, and exchanges where the truest potential for epistemic
justice may lie.
Emerging writing community collectives often articulate a multiple phase,
multiple dimension pedagogy for racial and social justice that inform everyday work,
10

most importantly the mutual mentoring practices within the space. The term mutual is
key here and worth both definition and deeper explanation of its worth in relation to
mentorship. Connotations to mutual aid, mutual funds, growth and the sharing of
resources in acknowledgment and/or attempts to alter disparities in wealth come to mind.
The Oxford English Dictionary defines mutual as “of relations, sentiments, actions:
possessed, entertained, or performed by (of two persons, things, classes, etc.) towards or
with regard to the other” (154). Not surprisingly, the OED then supplies a single
synonym of reciprocal. Immediately, Frankie Condon and Neisha-Anne Green’s use of
the term “reciprocal mentorship” to define their moves forward and together in “Letters
on Moving from Ally to Accomplice: Anti-racism and the Teaching of Writing” come to
mind:
Together we have worked hard to nurture a relationship built on respect,
friendship, reciprocal mentoring, and a real desire to see each other be well and
do better (2).
Both the OED definition and Condon and Green then make a nod to the
importance of the term mutual be spoken together with mentorship in full awareness of
relations, relationships, people. Mutual, then, is an acknowledgement of humanity via
dialogue, and, therefore, vital to my use of this term with regard to mentorship. This
pedagogy must emphasize and make real commitment to justice the sharing of writing
and in the push the normative definitions in acts of pedagogy. True change is most
successful when it acknowledges the benefits of the process.
As Geller, Eodice, Boquet, Carroll and Condon note in The Everyday Writing
Center: A Community of Practice, “when we imagine our writing centers as learning
cultures, we enact a hopeful participatory model of education, one that is poised to
11

engage in transformative institutional work” (90). The pedagogy must not be definitive
and fixed but rather ongoing, repeatable and welcoming to revision. It must be
conditional to meet the needs of an ever-changing, ever-negotiated identified population.
To secure it with bylaws, contractual obligations and legalities would be to deny its
strength: to morph to meet the needs of those most desirous and in need
As seen in much of many of the works within the field of critical race theory,
there is a beauty to the dangerous act of instability. When something, anything, is
destabilized (in Derridean and Foucauldian flux and fluidity or full of fissures), it requires
a constant examination, constant assessing and constant defending. While certain aspects
of emerging writing community collectives may be institutionalized or stabilized, the
heart of these collectives lies in their ability to act in the periphery, in the margins, on the
outskirts of higher education. As Juan Guerra reminds us early on in Language, Culture,
Identity and Citizenship in College Classrooms and Communities, our languages,
cultures, identities and citizenship statuses never stand still despite the best efforts of
institutional or ideological forces trying to keep us all, but especially the disenfranchised,
in rigid categories (2). Existing in this capacity allows collectives to morph, to meet the
ever-changing needs of underrepresented populations, to intervene and, quite possibly,
allow them to become those transformative sites which enable the most revolutionary
concepts to reside (even if only temporarily) or infiltrate the system of higher education.
The efforts set forth in these collectives should be spent in defense of seeing
through those acts which bend toward socially just and anti-racist practices. This entails
supporting claims with actual actions, willingly challenging preconceived and embedded
rules, procedures and protocol which silences, erases or marginalizes certain voices with
12

the community, as well as allowing for/maintaining free and open access to variety
resources, in various forms (print and non-print), documenting and speaking into the
importance of social justice and anti-racism. The conversations within the collectives’
environments needs to extend beyond the walls of the that collective to include faculty
members constructing assignments, deans supporting faculty members (through tenure,
promotion, etc.) and programs, and higher ranking administrators influencing the ways in
which the institution is marketed, promoted and identified within the system of higher
education and society in general. Twitter, GroupMe, and Instagram messaging are just a
few examples of where these conversations and literacy activities can move from the
traditional space of in-person or face-to-face interaction and into the digital form,
allowing for more accessibility and inclusivity.
Engaging these audiences at these levels of intervention will allow for the greatest
potential for change. Together, we will prevent the work done in these collectives from
being deemed trivial or as only “helping” or “fixing” those “struggling” or in need of
“remediation”. We will prevent the community of writers doing and receiving this work
from being seen as outsiders, others, or only a select few. A greater sense of community
for all writers and thinkers, but especially for those pushed to the outskirts, would be
developed, expanded and felt amongst, across and beyond the campus. As Canagarajah
explains, doing this labor will allow language and speaking about access to language as
taking the forefront when we realize the true structure of exclusion built into the existing
linguistic system because some uses “favor some groups over others” (78). By
acknowledging the hybridity of languaging, we acknowledge the blending of multiple
literacies, multiple access points, multiple voices and identities—a depth which cannot
13

only be ignored but I argue should foregrounded in the work of those writers making up
these collectives.

The Potentiality of Writing Centers and Collectives
Shifting the writing center into this realm allows for the actualization of Lisa
Lowe’s intervention: to come to terms with a refusal of the “static and binary conceptions
of ethnicity, replacing notions of identity with multiplicity and shifting the emphasis for
ethnic ‘essence’ to cultural hybridity” (1039). As activist writers engage the Bhabhian
Third Space, hybridity is adopted through mutual mentorship and the site become “remembered” by a more realistic and equal population of contributors. As Vershawn
Ashanti Young notes in “Should Writers Use They Own English?” this activist mentality
and reciprocal mentorship should be fostered if we are ever to get to the heart of the
prejudice and injustice present in the existing state of language used within the academy.
In realizing these conversations need to begin between those with currency and
those seeking currency but also need to extend outward, the assumption is made that each
of us holds more than a single title, single reality, or single role. I acknowledge the
multifaceted complexity of those attempting to create meaning and the multiple identities
each of us navigating the discussion are attempting. As a result, the issue of fighting
unjust or racist pedagogical approaches takes into consideration the need to see its
presence in more than just the content of an assignment but instead in the people involved
with and the roles they play in that assignment. Alongside other activist writer, I ask to
assess the ever-changing power dynamics at play whenever one identity reveals itself,
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become translated and assumed by another identity. I also ask us to realize the
complexity and depth to language extends into the creation, value, dehumanizing and/or
essentializing of actual writers, actual people. The fight begins in the conversations about
where, how and why the writer approaches language and seeks an opportunity to
simultaneously teach and learn. A transaction, engaged exchange, needs to occur. Yet, as
with much in life, the desire needs to be both present and together.
The consultants transform a space, an exchange or transaction, lies in willingness
of those who run, transform, and inhabit these positions. The consultants each inhabit
positionalities and it is through their lenses, their literacies of social justice, their
engagement with their racial, gendered, classed and sexual knowledges and their seeking
of equality within the peer-to peer sessions that the most genuine and far-reaching
opportunities for empowerment can occur. French Marxist theorist Henri Lefebvre wrote
on topics such as social space, dialectical materialism, modernity, metaphilosophy,
everyday life, structuralism, existentialism, urban politics, state theory, globalization, and
social struggles. His work on the production of space is of particular interest in this
dissertation as it suggest that humans not only produce social relations and use-values,
but in doing so also produce social space. In Lefebvre’s The Production of Space, he
argues that by extending beyond social space to all physical spaces, one can say that
“each living body is space and has its space: it produces itself in space and it also
produces that space” (170). In society, humans produce social spaces in a dialectic of
social relations making spaces in context: “Social relations, which are concrete
abstractions, have no real existence save in and through space. Their underpinning is
spatial” (404). If one seeks, as Nancy Grimm implies, “to avoid complicity with racism
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and other forms of exclusion, then those tacit theories about language, literacy and
learning need to be made explicit and open to revision” (78). They are tasked with and
given the opportunity to engage in this labor, to get the ball rolling.
By examining identity through politics and power, writing communities may
develop better collaborations, transform institutional spaces and create new, more
equitable social spaces. Once the dominant discourse of the academy is called into
question by those within, across and beyond its walls, a discourse which often privileges
certain language users to the exclusion of others, the role of authority is called into
question. The truest potential are those moments which seek to subvert the shift in
traditional authority, those moments which reveal an “aware” consultant attempting to
navigate and create space for an invested exchange of ideas and understanding. One
performance can invite the potential for shift, change and the betterment of so many.
The critical consciousness defined by Freire as “the capacity to adapt oneself to
reality plus the critical capacity to make choices and to transform that reality” is essential
to public and mutual writing, writing which can occur anywhere but always in
acknowledge of the writers themselves (Education 5). The exercise, the calling into
question and the change is more important than the continuity, tradition, and influence.
Therefore, the excitement of higher education lies in its liberation, shared ownership and
transformative potential of these collectives. Great potential to transform space lies in the
hands of its composers and the composers of those composers- in its reignited (and
hopefully, infinite) fight against the fixed. The collective then acts as mutual actors
united in creating a space for such an exchange to occur. As Freire notes, to dialogue with
another is to “require an intense faith in humankind, faith in their power to make and
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remake, to create and re-create, faith in their vocation to be more fully human (which is
not the privilege of an elite, but the birthright of all)” (90). This faith in process and
projection harnesses the power of love, humility and understanding. The sense of
empowerment does not reside in one but, if successful, shared between the giver, receiver
and (ambitiously) the bystanders. The act of problematizing through critical pedagogy
enhances our actions, collectively developing practices, community literacies and ideas.
As with the notion of process, the same opportunities which garner danger and
potential for failure also garner purpose and the potential for meaningful
change/progression. When risks are weighed and taken, opportunities for growth and
equity increase alongside risk. Deborah Brandt eloquently reflects on the process of
teaching writing when she states:
“unlike reading, writing is a process of externalizing one’s thoughts, and even
more than reading it is making. It bends toward the creation of value. […] When
writing is treated pedagogically in all of its fullness, it engages ethics and a sense
of risk and responsibility. It becomes consequential, dramatic, dangerous,
demanding, rewarding, and capable of changing self and others. […] What kinds
of writers we are capable of being will matter to the kind of nation we can have.”
(167).
A writer’s decision to bring work to collective is to take a risk. This act is an attempt to
take the internal utterings of a mind and externalize them with hopes of understanding
from the public, from society. These decisions seek better expression, a dialogic
transaction and, potentially, an investment in the development of a critical thinker.
Emerging writing collectives seek out critical race theory-based methodology to
intervene from the outskirts. The exploration of social justice and anti-racist views must
be comprised of qualitative and quantitative measures, most notably: interviews, field
observations, client feedback forms, storytelling, biographies, family histories, poetry,
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artwork, performances, immigration stories, counter-stories, recurring appointment
statistics, recorded conversations between social justice activist writers and (fellow)
faculty members and/or (fellow)students, directors, teachers, etc., and other identityrevealing practices. The goal of these methods is to bring to the surface what has long
been ignored, oppressed, resisted and hushed. With critical race theory as a lens, I
emphasize the words, stories and meaning-makings of the participants through these
forms of composition and creation.
Grounding the project in critical race theory offers a much-needed challenge to
writing and literary studies. I initiate critical anti-racist analyses that can prevent some of
the dangers of the current system like the fallback dependency on “multiculturalism” and
deep-rooted, oppressive practices in assessment development and linguistics. Instead, the
focus on racism became centralized and that both scholarly work and student support
services engage in the process of rejecting and dismantling the existing patterns of racist
exclusion and persecution. The role of rhetoric is crucial in these maneuvers.
Within this dissertation, I look at the dialogue that happens between writers who
speak from and use their social justice literacies to envision a new means of transforming
community spaces. Through a critical rhetorical approach, I take Lacy and Ono’s
examination of “the ways race and racialized or racist discourse draws upon multiple
methodologies to examine the changing landscape of racial formation” and ask my
readers to imagine how to create change and transform social realities within and beyond
academic spaces, such as in writing centers and transinstitutional writing collectives. My
academic, civic, cultural and professional communities have shaped my visions of
writing and my practices as a writer. Within these communities, an understanding of the
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ability of rhetoric to marginalize or empower often spoke louder than any level of
education their members were able to access. Witnessing these acts has driven my
interest in examining how marginalized groups develop counter-rhetorical strategies and
create alternative spaces of sharing. The work of paying attention to reflections on how,
when and why those I care about share their lived experiences has always been close to
me in both mind and heart.

A Roadmap into this Project
Within this dissertation then, I look at the ways two communities are developing
their own rhetorical toolkits which may outfit themselves with a variety of practices that
can be melded and adapted to fit their communicative needs in an ever-changing
world. My goal in this dissertation is to show the importance of cultivating spaces which
pushback, which speak into the potentialities of community work and how these actions,
if always informed by its occupants, may illustrate a deeper understanding of
communicating and sharing ideas which have been lived through the act of writing.
While this introduction supplies the context and initial inspirations for this
dissertation, Chapter Two explicitly names and defines the theories I have developed as a
lens for examining and building collectives. These theories include collective dialogic
literacies, ethics of collaboration, habits of mind, racial literacy, students as partners,
Black feminist pedagogy, and leadership and followership. I then spend the following
two chapters, chapters three and four, applying these theories to my examination of two
writing collectives: the Writing Center Collective at St. John’s University and the
Bigger6Romantix Collective.
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The Writing Center Collective in Chapter Three, “Opportunities for Engagement
in University Writing Centers”, is a community of undergraduate and graduate students
of various majors trained to support writers across the five Colleges that make up St.
John’s University. As a community, the consultants identified as members of the Writing
Center Collective work together to sustain collaborative learning practices both in and
beyond face-to-face, e-tutoring and online writing consultations. The collective also
conducts their own research based on their work at the space, often presenting at regional
and national conferences focused on composition and writing studies. With their
leadership, we continuously hosts tours, workshops, and collective writing events.
Together, we aim to learn, stay in conversations, and engage in practices that enact our
social justice initiatives. Our mission at the St. John's University Writing Center is to
collaborate with writers across disciplines, levels of experience, and backgrounds at St.
John’s University. As the current Interim Assistant Director, former doctoral fellow and
graduate consultant, I reflect on the ways this collective considers its role in fostering the
diversity of writers and writing practices represented within a university community. I
speak into the building blocks and design of a philosophy that is guided by a commitment
to social justice and to the cultivation of equitable learning environments for people of all
linguistic, racial, cultural, gender, and sexual identities. Always keeping in mind the
importance of working with all writers to develop and strengthen their critical thinking,
rhetorical awareness, written expression, and writing processes. In this chapter I examine
the ways consultants demonstrate both writing ability and inquiry as well as the ways
they are active, empathetic listeners, who foster a student-centered environment
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respectful of diverse literacy backgrounds. My examination is one that shows this writing
center as fundamentally striving to be interdisciplinary.
However, the chapter does not simply discuss anecdotal experiences. Guided by
theory and field observations at conferences, I also speak into the ways by which writing
centers are traditionally been identified and operating as white spaces perpetuating the
normativity of standardized American English and grammar. In this chapter, I show the
work being done to dismantle this type of center and, as Wonderful Faison argues in her
oxford, demonstrate the ways writing centers can do and be more by having
the ability to show people who use writing in their daily lives why writing is
about more than grades, why writing is about more than words on a page, how
writing has been used to free them as much as chain them, and how—through
writing—they can find a way to make a better life for themselves and their family.
The tutoring that happens here shows them how writing can loosen the chains of
their lives if only they commit, do the work, and work at seeing the ways writing
impacts them and they impact the writing around them. These tutors help them
loosen their chains, not because students are writing an assignment, but because
students who use writing need it to be more than for a grade: these students need
their writing to be a practice that assists them in their everyday lives as they
navigate their jobs, social services, the legal system, and etcetera. Essentially,
they need writing to be a practice of freedom. (Praxis 16.2)

Students, faculty and administrators struggle with privileging of one voice over
the many they have in the various roles and responsibilities they hold in their daily lives.
My investment comes from the notion that we have rhetorical agency in various
communities at one time and that the academic community should not erase these but
rather embrace them to expand the notion of writing from a holistic standpoint. To do so
requires sites of higher education to acknowledge the dynamics of multiple writers’
voices enacting in even a single call to create meaning through writing. Therefore,
Chapter Four, takes a look at the dynamics at play amongst a literary-based group of
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scholars which to intervene from the outskirts of the field it represents and in an effort to
both embrace interdisciplinarity and scope of what it means to act together in and beyond
the academy.
My fourth chapter, “Teaching and Researching as Radical Praxis: A Qualitative
Study of the Activist Rhetoric Used and Promoted by the Scholars of the
#Bigger6Romantix Writing Community”, proposes to study a collaborative group known
as the Bigger6Romantix collective. As a founding member, I examine the dialogues and
literacies at play between scholars at various professional stages, including graduate
students. The phrase “Bigger 6” began as a hashtag (#Bigger6), a way of marking work
by and about historically marginalized people, those excluded from the Romantic canon
and those excluded from the field of Romanticism. This collective asks us to look beyond
the works and influence of the six major poets of the field: William Blake, William
Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Percy Bysshe Shelley, Lord Byron and John
Keats. “Marking” in the sense of making visible, calling attention to--the irony here is
that many of those denied a seat at the proverbial table are “marked” in other ways,
scrutinized because of their difference while systemically overlooked.
“Bigger 6” was coined by scholars from and advocating on behalf of minoritized
groups, then, to mark and to gather, to bring together disparate figures at the edges of a
field founded, like all fields, on exclusion. It was coined, as it were, to collect new
literary figures and to work together in a collective writing community My goal is to look
at the way these mentors and students write together, create meaning through their
writing and approach the long-established organizations (Keats-Shelley Association of
America, Keats Foundation, NASSR, ICR, The Byron Society, etc.) comprising the field
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of Romanticism. This includes the contentions they face when presenting papers at
regional/national conferences, the support/scrutiny they receive from university presses,
as well as the mental labor of attempting to expand a field of literature and criticism
which has been narrowly focused for too long. This chapter then explores the limitations
of Romantic-Era articulations of social justice activism and the importance of doing so in
openly. I examine the [dis]allowances in the articulations of voicing self by
problematizing the very notion of who has a right to exercise one’s agency in public
space(s). Using modern composition theorists and philosophers like Juan Guerra, Leigh
Patel, Deborah Brandt, Beth Godbee, Carmen Kynard and Miranda Fricker, the following
to chapters will complicate the perception and reception of identity and agency in and
amongst communities of writers as they navigate the civic, political, social and cultural
spheres they inhabit. I argue to need for the work of future Romanticism scholars to
examine the notion of belonging and the often irreconcilable tension between writers and
his or her society. Finally, it will remind future scholars to “advocate for additional and
ongoing considerations of the work of antiracism in educational settings, […] invite
others to embrace, along with us, both the willingness to be disturbed and the attention to
making commitments actionable” (Diab, Ferrel, Godbee, and Simpkins 4). Notably, this
work must be revisited again and again so as not to rest in complacency but rather to
promote solidarity over sympathy
The fifth and last chapter, “How Not to Be Down!: All the Mistakes and How to
Avoid Them”, acts more like a coda by supplying both the implications and conclusions
based upon the theories and collectives examined. I will identify the ways in which
talking about and engaging with racism, diversity, inclusion and opportunities for equity
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should NOT be done. We often speak of the differences between lip service to these
ideas, diversity and inclusion as tropes in recent years and actual ways to invoke
inclusion and opportunities for equity. These ideas extend across and beyond the walls of
higher education and into more community based practices. This chapter will speak of
those dangers but also the excitements of what it could mean to disrupt the liberal gaze on
social justice and actual do some doings for as George Lipsitz notes “all institutions that
produce exploitation and alienation have the potential to become sites for social change”
(93).
This final chapter will examine the importance of “activating critical race theory
in [and beyond] the academy” through action (Robin Hughes, Giles 52). It will be
summative in its value of theoretical frameworks by which practices may be taken up but
its ultimate emphasis will be on the ways taking of the work of social justice may be
promoted and supported in academic, civic, and cultural spaces by openly questioning the
structural inequities deeply embedded within structures. An emphasis will be placed on a
specific kind of performance methodology known as CRIT walking which combines and
applies critical race theory, social constructivism, narrative inquiry and Duboisian double
consciousness “to uncover and make meaning of the nature and functioning of
institutionalized racism”(Hughes, Giles, 51) These ways of being and acting function as
interpretative tools that may help audiences come to know through doing…as a means of
practical experience in testing hypotheses or displaying knowledge.
Since writing, reading and rhetoric are powerful tools we have to make a
difference in our own lives and lives of others, it is pertinent that we deploy them
individually and collectively (Guerra 37). However, to do this ethically, my dissertation
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argues that we must deliberately engage and negotiate the spaces where our passions,
privileges and positionalities combine. A collective respect for the process of doing this
work, and to do it repeatedly, is what will expand mutual respect for those who enact and
transform social justice seeking pedagogies. By focusing on an ethics of collaboration
and mutuality, we can examine the depth at which we “honor” that commitment or if we
are merely giving lip-service to the concepts of equity, inclusion and social justice. The
work which lies with, among and between actual people in a collective is that work which
will produce initiatives, initiatives which speak the goals that community wishes to see
not only implemented but supported. This chapter will conduct research in the various
academic, civic, and professional sites of its collective members with interviews, field
observations, analysis of sample classroom syllabi, and other qualitative measures.
As noted by Deleuze and Guattari, “we no longer believe in a primordial totality
that once existed, or in a final totality that awaits us at some future date. We no longer
believe in the dull grey outlines of a dreary, colorless dialectic of evolution aimed at
forming a harmonious whole out of heterogeneous bits by rounding off the edges. We
believe in totalities that are peripheral.” (1983, 42). The call is to the periphery, to the
margins, where all of humanity is recognized. This then means there is no whole, just a
collection of pieces... pieces which make up the collage of individual voices calling out
for recognition. There should not be a canon but rather a support of multiple voices in
conversation. There is beauty is the multiplicity of viewpoints; there is beauty in the
wake of falsifying the one-true, straight narrative of a specific historical or literary
period. A coterie: a small group of people with shared interests or tastes, especially one
that is exclusive of other people (inner circle, club, brotherhood, etc.) is self-preserving,
25

limiting and detrimental in the reaches of its exclusivity and exclusion of marginalized
voices. Coteries silence.
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Chapter 2: Cultivating Collectives

Why is it important to cultivate collectives? How do collectives differ from
groups, larger communities, coteries, clubs and other forms of organized individuals?
This chapter speaks of the specific theories and literacies necessary to inform the
practices of those writers seeking more socially-just implications to their actions, thinking
and relationship building. With data and feedback informing my examination of praxis,
this chapter then stems from my own examination of just what was at play in those
communities through both large and small, but always daily and ever-changing
interactions.
The igniting sparks which formed my thinking behind this chapter came by way
of two questions: what are these folks doing or trying to do that sets them apart from
others? Is it something they know, who they are, or some combination of these? The idea
behind coining the terms ethics of collaboration and collective dialogic literacies
stemmed from trying to find a way to describe my own experiences within higher
education. I began thinking about my own history in terms of being someone who started
out in the field of literature, as a literary “scholar” who was interested in writing about
authorship and authority. I then migrated into composition studies based on my
commitments, experience teaching at the secondary education/high school level, and by
my writing center experiences all within Queens, NY--one of the most diverse counties in
the world.
This is where I dig into that heavy work of spelling it out for myself that I have
long-been invested in questioning who gets to define and give space to/for access,
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authorship, agency and opportunities for equity. Doing this may lead me to articulate how
the dissertation has come together but also how deeply rooted it is and how informed it is
by how I came into community: how the roots of my commitments have always been to
people, advocating for students and ever-ready to challenge institutional barriers. It
wasn’t until I entered a PhD program that I began thinking about where I know from,
how those experiences informed my meaning making, but also determining to whom and
what I was committing myself to doing. In the first year of coursework, I was invited into
thinking in particular about how I was introduced to the work of Eric Darnell Pritchard
and Deborah Brand by way of my professor and mentor Dr. Anne Ellen Geller. Was I
bringing more than academic knowledge to the spaces I occupied within this new
institutional space? If so, what were they? What literacies did I have and how did they set
me apart from some of my peers, how did they align me with others? Exploring these
questions throughout my PhD journey allowed me to ultimately establish a lens to guide
my dissertation.
My dissertation uses Participatory Action Research (PAR). PAR focuses on social
change that promotes democracy and challenges inequality; is context-specific, often
targeted on the needs of a particular group; is an iterative cycle of research, action and
reflection; and often seeks to ‘liberate’ participants to have a greater awareness of their
situation in order to take action. PAR uses a range of different methods, both qualitative
and quantitative. Participating alongside and within these communities means I have
learned in public and collaborated in ways that honor a robust and justice-seeking
pedagogical and citational practice--practices I care about immensely. However, it has
also kept me from enacting something I truly don’t care for or believe in...something
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often perpetuated within the academy: the showing of some kind of expertise. If we truly
unravel from toxic individualism, then we realize we do nothing by ourselves. Our whole
lives are collaborations.
Over the course of three years, I conducted this qualitative and quantitative
research as someone embedded in the communities she was researching. I spent days,
weeks, months interacting with members both within and amongst the communities in
hopes of carefully and systematically accounting for my own reflexivity, positionality,
and insider-outsider framework. Ultimately, I built trust with these communities.
Community literacy work often asks us to center our identities and personal experiences
in relation to the communities that surround us or that we ourselves are a part of. This
often means meshing academic knowledge the personal; it means acknowledging what
we know, care to know and wish to learn may and should be impacted by who we are,
want to be and have been through in our lives. By being reflective in this practice, a
collection of methods for both personal and social development form. The result is a
feeling of support for practitioners and participants in participatory processes to
undertake cycles of learning, reflection and action about their own experiences, with the
aim of transforming themselves, their relationships within groups, organizations and
social systems, and ultimately those systems themselves.
By building the self-awareness and creativity of individuals and strengthening
their connections to their values, cultivating reflective practices contributes to both
personal change and collective development. In this dissertation, I demonstrate how that
may empower people to imagine a different world. My various research participants
show how empowerment is defined and supported as they reflect different underlying
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understandings of power. Often, understandings of empowerment in participatory
practice include the importance of making the space to envision a different world and
creating the possibility to change existing power relations in order to realize that vision.
One question I take up is whether the outcomes of social change are affected by
participation and engagement practices leading to empowerment.

Collective Dialogic Literacies
Collective dialogic literacies allow one to be able to participate in productive
dialogue with others and is a key competence for learning and active citizenship in a
cultural and societal landscape rooted in participation. This means showing up. Quite
often, these occurrences happen in a cross-disciplinary approach combining intentional
discourse, collaboration and a grounding in ethics. The power of collective dialogic
literacies lies in its ability to further develop the literacies of both the individuals in a
collective but also the power of the collective being perceived as a fore onto its own-- a
means to have knowledge disseminated from a source informed but articulated from the
collective learnings of its members.
The notion of dialogic literacy was originally defined by Bereiter and Scardamalia
as “the ability to engage productively in discourse whose purpose is to generate new
knowledge and understanding” (750). Therefore, they advocate making dialogic literacy
for knowledge development an overarching objective for education. Bereiter and
Scardamalia have developed a full-fledged pedagogy of knowledge building which
integrates their notion of dialogue for generating knowledge, but have not further defined
dialogic literacy beyond their original formulation in 2005. The concept of dialogue is
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also central to Wegerif’s idea of a dialogic education in the age of the internet. Wegerif
suggests that the internet offers new opportunities for transforming education into an
increasingly dialogic practice. Wegerif further explores this notion and explicitly
advocates dialogic literacy “not [as] a ‘new literacy’ but [as] a new way of thinking about
literacy,” having as goals “literacy education for relationship and engagement” promoting
“responsive relationship to others and to otherness” (58). These acts allow for reflection
to be at the center of everyday practice but also for activities to remain reflexive.
The word “literacy” covers an array of meanings, from “the ability to read and
write” to “knowledge of a particular subject” as in computer literacy to the practice of
“reading and writing human language”, as opposed to orality (Gee & Hayes 14). In
Bereiter and Scardamalia’s original definition, dialogic literacy is an “attainable
competence,” in the sense that “people may possess it in varying degrees and that it is
continuously improvable” (756). At the same time, it is a context-dependent competence,
in the sense that “the ability to contribute through conversation to knowledge creation in
one context does not ensure that the same will suffice in another context” (756). It is this
fluidity that I argue grants the collective a means to truly reshape learning and meaning
making through their actions. I am not alone in my projection. As I indicate in later in
this chapter, Carmen Kynard’s Vernacular Insurrections take up this issue but it is her
more recent description within her webpage, Black Women’s Rhet Project, which best
captures what is being called in:
This means that I approach literacy as: the space for what people do, rather than
what they have or do not have; a set of socio-cultural practices, rather than a set of
neutral skills to be acquired according to already given political and social
hierarchies; a deep engagement with political processes (we either construct
ourselves as objects or we act as subjects who can change what lies before us);
and an issue of context---personal, cultural, geographic, and historical. (2)
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Being able to address questions that concern a community and trying to solve
them through collaboration represents a key competence for active citizenship.
Contribution to shaping education with democracy and a sense of responsibility to
humanity occur through the articulations of multiple social-justice oriented literacies. As
with the changing landscape of immediate concerns, those who occupy space within the
collective determine the focus of which literacies take priority, when they take priority
and how they are addressed. The key to the efficacy of a collective is its willingness to
remain open to being reshaped or reformed by the needs, knowledge and commitments of
its members. The term “dialogical” is one based in education theory and builds on ideas
originally proposed by Mikhail Bakhtin. Bakhtin refers to dialogism as an attitude to
recognize and represent “a plurality of consciousness, with equal rights, each with its
own world, combining the unity of an event but nonetheless without fusing” (6–7). What
is relevant here is the potential shift away from ‘externally authoritative’ to ‘internally
persuasive’ discursive practices (Bakhtin, 341–347). This does not mean to ignore
positionality altogether. In fact, one should always account for positionality, power
dynamics and their ability to shift based upon various conditions and spatial differences.
The external authoritative discourse is hierarchical and unconditional deriving its
meaning from traditions and institutions. This level of discourse binds us regardless of
whether or not it convinces us. Ultimately, resulting in a lack of fostering free or critical
thinking. The internally persuasive discourse in contrast becomes both others and ours
through the dialogic confrontation with otherness.
Yet, what if we saw collective dialogic literacies as an understanding of dialogue
as a tool for establishing relationships, conducting inquiries, making decisions and
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understanding identities? Could participation in dialogue forefront inquiry and
deliberation; awareness of how practices and outlets for public discourse shape our social
and cultural environment, as well as our [un]willingness to participate in public
discourse? I argue that to do so acknowledges the tension between the epistemological
and relational functions of dialogue with its pragmatic function as a tool for negotiating
solutions to problems concerning how to live better together. If dialogue is fundamental
to the very existence of humans and the means by which we share and create knowledge,
then creating opportunities to question and complicate ideas, listening to the ideas of
others, and inviting others to build from their own experiences are murual methods of
expanding knowledge.

Ethics of Collaboration
By ethics of collaboration, I do not mean how well people collaborate with one
another for that is a framework rooted in whiteness (for example, “I’m an ethical person
so I can’t do harm and can only help the collective/group of people.”) Instead, I wish to
emphasize how a deep commitment to a collective means your ethics are coming out of
it, produced from your interactions in it, and your ever-readiness to question your own
power, position and passion within it. I see this as an attempt to truly break from the
Enlightenment model of higher education, and because of that I acknowledge there will
be wide gaps in the breadth of what this dissertation can take into consideration. There
are entire topics and subfields I cannot take into consideration in the interest of time.
Instead, I shall focus on the elements that revealed themselves within the empirical
research I conducted over the course of these past two years.
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Shining a light on two collectives, the Bigger6Romantix and the student staff of a
university writing center, allows me to show the research, engaged scholarship, activism
and knowledge production occurring within and beyond these groups. I emphasize the
importance of curating through collaboration and co-creation a collection of training and
continuing education materials. It is vital to understand the culture, desires, needs and
struggles of those who use and operate the university writing center. Doing so, allows us
to select piece of scholarship that speaks into the initiative we seek to research, to act
upon and to build knowledge within. I see my role as Assistant Director as one of
facilitator, someone who sparks conversations, identifies resources and encourages
specific consultants to take the lead on issues that matter most to their academic, cultural,
civic and professional identities (Kells). It is through doing this work together that we not
only build community but investment.
This form of activism has the potential to change the consulting, teaching and
scholarship that comes out such exchanges. Michael Eric Dyson suggests that we all too
often keep hidden in ourselves the knowledge that we have gleaned from all those people
we have met in life who had important things to say but no opportunities to say them in
public (89). The question remains if activism is then inherent to civic scholarship or if it
should be inherent. When access is given to speak, publish, write into, perform, we open
ourselves up and let all those people out. Our communities become visible to others and
thereby continue to both grow and influence other communities. This often results in
even more collective, collaborative, social thinking. As George Lipsitz notes, “when
scholars and activists work together, they gain access to a broader array of analyses,
practices, and tools than they would have otherwise.” (93) Therefore, a place like the
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University Writing Center has the potential to both focus on what consultants learn but
also how they best learn, a feat often untouched within the K-16 educational system. This
is a place that supports critical thinkers while cultivating that inclination to be interactive
and collaborative lifelong learners who are capable of moving forward and outward.
Robin D.G. Kelley describes these attempts at social movement activism as a form of
poetry: “Progressive social movements do not simply produce statistics and narratives of
oppression {…} the best ones do what great poetry always does: transport us to another
place, compel us to imagine a new society” (56). Giving consultants a stake in the
creation and dissemination of knowledge processes allows us to embrace the poetics of
struggle and lived experience and gives us a means of looking to the future.
I focus attention to a collective of scholars who are making decisions together
about how to place work, how to teach and how to intervene in both local and wider
contexts. These collectives are comprised primarily of BIPOC scholars and scholars who
act as Greenian “accomplices”, including but not limited to white scholars who remain
conscious of their positionality and subjectivity. One goal of this study is to explore ways
in which we can break from what is so damaging in higher education: the notion of the
individual scholar. Individualism is rooted in whiteness. The notion that so long as we try
hard, labor hard, and act generously equips us with all we need in this world is rooted in
whiteness. Structural racism embedded in the core functioning of our society is dismissed
when we favor the individual over the collective. My hope is to show how these groups
intentionally move away from individualism and focus instead on relatability and
accountability in terms of acting as a collective. As noted in “Coteries to Collectives”,
this means acting as a group of like-minded thinkers seeking to stand shoulder-to-
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shoulder facing outward, rather than a coterie facing inward (Symbiosis 140). In this
study (through data, coding, interviews, and notes) I wish to show a paradigm shift or a
break from institutional patterns which all too often support and/or directly cause
systemic harm. I wish to look into not only how to enact social justice work how deeply
relational this work must be. To do this, I must first address the conditions and concerns
at play with any development of any collective community.

Habits of Mind
To act collaboratively, certain habits of mind and an ethic of care need to be
present within those participating in collective efforts. As a former high school English
teacher, I was exposed to Figure 1 below from the National Council of Teachers of
English’s “8 Habits of Mind Essential for Success in College Writing,” a chart
demonstrating the framework for success in postsecondary writing. These eight habits
included engagement, flexibility, creativity, responsibility, openness, curiosity,
persistence and metacognition.
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Fig.1: “8 Habits of Mind Essential for Success in College Writing”; Framework for Success in
Postsecondary Writing (2011) by the Council of Writing Program Administrators (CWPA), the National
Council of Teachers of English (NCTE), and the National Writing Project (NWP);
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED516360.pdf

I began to wonder how writers in collectives take up but also expand these habits
when working collaboratively. What are the care acts, the ways we approach one another
and the work set before us, that allow for more equitable exchanges and diversified
discussions? I propose there are thirteen habits, or ways of being, I believe lend
themselves to cultivating spaces for challenging the normative hierarchy of institutional
space. These include acts of persisting, managing impulsivity, listening with
understanding and empathy, thinking flexibly, thinking about your thinking (being
metacognitive), striving for accuracy, questioning and problem positioning, applying past
knowledge to new situations, gathering data through all senses, taking responsible risks,
humility, thinking interdependently and remaining open to continuous learning. Speaking
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these habits into existence, whether through dialogue or writing into each, allows for
participants of a collective to gauge and weigh the role they will play and commitments
they will uphold. These roles and commitments can and should shift and be negotiated
based upon the needs of both the individuals and the larger group. Jamila Kareem’s "A
Critical Race Analysis of Transition Level Writing Curriculum to Support the Racially
Diverse Two-Year College” takes this task into consideration. As Kareem note, “Even
with the most inclusive diversity initiatives, success in college-level literacies remains
racially inequitable.” (4). So long as discourse of whiteness is taught as the most
validated linguistic and rhetorical practices, racialized experiences will continue to be
devalued. The result will be the upholding of institutionalized Eurocentric epistemologies
about literacy and writing. Yet, what if we recreate this chart to emphasize the
importance of collaboration, dialogue and an understanding of the unavoidable power
dynamics at play within the enacting of these habits? What would the chart then look
like? My work in chapters three and five will address this call.

Racial Literacy
Within “Racial Literacy: A Policy Research Brief produced by the James R.
Squire Office of the National Council of Teachers of English,” Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz of
Teachers College, Columbia University speaks of the importance of having intention
conversations involving race across class, culture, and other characteristics of diversity
(2021). Sealey-Ruiz identifies the importance of having these conversations when asking
students and ourselves to reflect on our experiences and processes within and beyond
reading and writing within and beyond classroom spaces. Racial literacy is defined as “a
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skill and practice by which individuals can probe the existence of racism and examine the
effects of race and institutionalized systems on their experiences and representation in US
society” (Sealey-Ruiz 4). Along with critical race theory, it is crucial then that as we,
those embedded in American education systems, to not only acknowledge the racist
foundation on which it is built but to seek new ways of collaborating and learning if we
are to truly adopt antiracist stance. Sealey-Ruiz writes:
Scholarship that informs the concept of racial literacy identifies race as a signifier
that is discursively constructed through language (Hall, 1997); fluid, unstable, and
socially constructed (Omi & Winant, 1986) rather than static; and not rooted in
biology, but having “real” effects in individual lives (Frankenberg, 1996). The
architect of the concept of racial literacy, Harvard Professor Lani Guinier (2004),
implored a shift from racial liberalism to racial literacy. She critiqued racial
liberalism as an inactive, deficit approach to racial equality that subjugates Black
people to the position of victim and does not activate the required antiracist stance
that white people must take against their own racist ideals and actions. (2)
Through dialogue between faculty and administrators with students, especially in
foregrounding the voices of students of color, we may acknowledge the discomfort of
white educators historically having and abusing their power, co-imagine and co-create
other, more sustainable, more culturally responsive approaches to teaching and learning.
Key concepts like lateral leadership and reciprocal mentorship, can then be made
actionable.
Racial literacy urges educators to take a close look at an institutionalized system
like school and examine it for the ways in which its structure affects students of
color. Educators who develop racial literacy are able to discuss with their students
and with each other the implications of race and the negative effects of racism in
ways that can potentially transform their teaching. Racially literate teachers can
distinguish between real and perceived barriers in their classrooms that may be
linked to institutionalized systems that govern schools and society (2).
What does it mean then to engage racial literacy within the space of a university
writing center? What does it mean to do this work collectively within a specific literary
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field or discipline? What are the potentials, the risks, the obstacle, the ways in which the
work can be cultivated, sustained and taken up by new voices while remaining open to
morphing, negotiation and growth? Why hasn’t this work been done already by writing
centers? This dissertation takes up these questions and begins to answer tem in the
proceeding chapters. However, I by no means see this project’s findings as being
definitive. In fact, the same flux and fluidity needed to do this work is reflected back in
the knowing that is exactly what it needs if it is to remain effective but also reflective of
who it holds itself accountable.

Students as Partners and Black Feminist Pedagogy
In their book Engaging Students as Partners in Learning and Teaching, Alison
Cook-Sather, Catherine Bovill, and Peter Felten offer a definition of and guiding
principles for partnership work. The authors identify the three guiding pillars of
partnership as respect, reciprocity, and trust and define student-faculty partnership as: “a
collaborative, reciprocal process through which all participants have the opportunity to
contribute equally, although not necessarily in the same ways, to curricular or
pedagogical conceptualization, decision-making, implementation, investigation, or
analysis” (6-7). This definition is not designed to falsely put students and faculty on equal
footing, but instead gives space for both parties to contribute and know they are equally
valued. It is with this lens that a more inclusive, lateral learning and teaching
environment can develop. The building of respect, reciprocity and trust takes time and
close work. One precise way to add in the formation of a community is to intentionally
write together, often in a collaborative document. Brainstorming, listing, developing,
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discussing and weighing in on shared ideas through written and spoken words whilst
writing lend themselves to writers getting to know one another but also one’s beliefs,
stances and investments as scholars working towards a goal like making social justice
actionable.
Throughout this text, practical applications of the students-as-partners philosophy
occur in both individual and larger institution-wide programs. My interest is to view how
this philosophy can be cultivated in spaces like a university writing center (between
students, faculty and staff) as well as within a collective of scholars seeking to break from
institutional norms as they redefine academic collaboration (between students, faculty of
various levels of privilege and positionality, interlocutors and adversaries). Activist,
often marginalized, writers cultivate these spaces by as theorizing from the margins in an
act of liberation. Students are especially encouraged to examine their identities and social
positions within institutions through the analysis of power dynamics,. The beauty of this
philosophy is that it is not isolated to a specific disciplinary context or charted within a
specific degree program. It lends itself to the cross-disciplinary work of a university
writing center as well as a collective of scholars who wish to “build from rather than
within” a specific field of study like Romanticism (B6 Mission Statement).
In addition to making student-faculty partnership work accessible through
different scales, Cook-Sather, Bovill, and Felten do a phenomenal job explaining the
ways practitioners may take practical action. From addressing common questions about
student interest and engagement to discussion of outcomes and assessments, they explain
ways to begin engaging with students as partners. However, they also spend time
explaining the challenges in student-as-partners philosophy. The reminder for
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collaborators to “start small” acknowledges the weight of the work, specifically the
guidance needed to both recognize and navigate challenges such as vulnerability for both
students and faculty (138).
As scholarship on engaging students as partners has developed, more of a focus
has been placed on the dynamic between professional staff and those who develop
academic fields and programs in higher education. Cook-Sather, Bahti, and Ntem’s
newest book, Pedagogical Partnerships: A How-To Guide for Faculty, Students, and
Academic Developers in Higher Education, takes an even deeper look at the places where
power dynamics are likely to show up, such as but not limited to conference discussions,
creation of policies in and beyond classrooms, editorial boards, funding committees.
Rather than glossing over issues and presenting a hopeful view, Cook-Sather, Bahti and
Ntem invite their readers and practitioners to think deeply and through the hierarchies
present on relationships and encourages conversation around the word “equal.” It is
important to complicate the notion of “equal,” as all too often the site of a university is in
fact a structured site of inequalities. By inviting these types of conversations, a space
different from the rest of the institution is opened, one which can act separate (if only for
a short time) to welcome a more democratic discussion. The theoretical examination of
this word calls for an absoluter centering of students and welcomes the continual,
necessary [re]examination of the ways we may define partnership so that the methods of
collaboration my evolve and grow with the needs of those involved.
This shift creates opportunities for those interested in doing social justice work,
cultivating space for student agency, supporting undergraduate research and service
learning to find meaningful alignment with the students as partners philosophy. The work
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started by Cook-Sather, Bovill, and Felten acts then as a tool for advancing justice and
equity on college campuses. It acts as a way to inform and advance conversations on
supporting equity-seeking students with institutional partners (Cook-Sather 2018), and as
a tool for advancing epistemic justice. While there is much work to be done, current
efforts to reimagine teaching and learning across higher education will continue to benefit
from their work on how student voice and partnership among students, faculty, and staff
may co-create learning opportunities both in and out of the classroom.
A commitment to the students-as-partners philosophy is not enough. As Sara
Ahmed notes in On Being Included: Racism and diversity in Institutional Life,
“commitments can’t come without other actions” (119) A simple utterance or written
expression of a commitment to a philosophy can be non-performative. In fact, these acts
can be used to not put it into effect and serve as an extension of the vacant, lip-service so
often seen in higher education. If commitment requires action, then it must require
ongoing continuously negotiated and informed actions. Otherwise, commitments “can be
sent out with nothing behind them” (Ahmed, 127). The work is to look at how, when and
by whom these commitments are embodied in institutional habits. We must look into the
very practical ways an institution is or is not acting on behalf of its members. In many
ways, institutional spaces reward the pride white members feel when doing antiracist
work—“antiracism even becomes a discourse of white pride” (Ahmed, 170). But what
would it mean to center the experiences with racism felt by BIPOC members of that same
institutional space instead? What would it mean to embrace the anger felt? As Audre
Lorde notes, “My response to racism is anger. I have lived with that anger, ignoring it,
feeding it, learning to use it, before it laid my visions to waste, for most of my life. Once
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I did it in silence, afraid of the weight. My fear of anger taught me nothing….Anger is
loaded with information and energy” (1984; 127). What if we not only allowed anger to
be uttered but centered? What if we used anger as a place to act from? We need to discuss
not only what it would mean but what it would do.
In performance studies, the word “performance” is associated not only with stage
arts but with human behavior in a more philosophical way. J.L Austin’s linguistc work in
performance studies is crucial. Within How To Do Things With Words, Austin uses the
term “performative utterance”, a statement that makes something actually happen in the
world, instead of just describing it. This is a linguistic move used to create a world
around us. We collectively participate in a an established, codified system of performing
various roles, gestures, understandings of the ways words link to names, terms and
phrases. This is creative space, ever changing and ever negotiated by the people taking up
language—a slow, back and forth process between doer or speaker and society.
I became interested in activist research early on in my graduate school experience
because of the idea’s association with participation, action and community-based
research. As I began reading, writing and thinking into the ways activist research are
taken up, I noticed how little emphasis higher education often placed on the important
work of feminist methods, namely Black feminist methods. Too often scholar activists’
efforts frame information in ways that make it more acceptable to decision makers. These
activists are often aware of their lack of social or cultural capital and are witness to how
their alternative narratives do not register with the same power in political arenas and
other larger contexts. It is, however, in local communities and organizations where
counterhegemonic projects are born. The extension of these counterhegemonic potentials
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are reliant then on experimental ways of knowing and doing while remaining grounded in
the lived experiences of its participants, often ones facing said injustice.
As Carmen Kynard made plain in Vernacular Insurrections: Race, Black Protest,
and the New Century in Composition-Literacies Studies, there is enormous value in
linking composition studies and literacy studies into something like “compositionliteracies studies”. Doing so allows for conversations to extend into the ways some
scholars and supporters of Black feminism have always joined “critical literacy, critical
pedagogy, and interrogations of education’s maintenance of structured inequalities” to
broader educational studies (7). Welcoming different languages and perspectives into a
space like a classroom, welcomes the complex, multiple sets of epistemologies and
discursive identities shaping students’ speaking, writing and ways of being in language.
As Kynard continues to show, inviting moments that center both Black language, a
variance of racialized identities articulated welcomes a place to “challenge the social
reproduction of schooling, society and literacy paradigms.” (17)
If “one of the most significant contributions of Black feminist thought is the
reconceptualization of power as intersectional, multi-sited, and existing in multiple
forms” then it becomes important to acknowledge that power is not just existent as
external sources but may also reside in interpersonal interactions between individuals in
organizations, communities and movements towards justice. (Mendez 165). If we are to
embrace the importance of process and processing, then a move away from the absolutist
terms to define social transformation become possible. Through the various lenses of
Black feminist thinking, social change can be viewed as a concept constructed through
practice…the actual doings. As Audre Lorde notes, our capitalistic world does not allow
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us to dismiss those who use “the Master’s tools” to work for social justice, nor can we
rely entirely on those tools for the creation of alternative spaces. Instead, the praxis of
activist scholars who have lived experiences in surviving and thriving despite exclusion
and oppression should be seen as part of the strategy. A move towards shared liberation.
To do this often means carving out time to reflect and discuss the problems, dilemmas
and contradictions which may be present as the work is taken up.
It is through the cultivation of relationships and dialogue between activist scholars
and collaborators that this can occur, namely ones beyond the conventional ways of
research. A humanizing element begins to take hold once people come to know one
another within these ways. One way to do such work is to look into epistemologies and
the ways of knowing which are/are not curated within physical spaces. As community
members and participants gain more control over knowledge, how that knowledge is
invited into conversation and who gets to speak said knowledge, a new vision of
transforming higher education becomes possible. This may mean giving up some
discipline-specific jargon, concepts, phrases in favor of alternative languages and
articulations of knowledge if an alternative academic sphere is to be fostered (Mendez
157). With this in mind, the use of open dialogue will allow us to imagine a future for
counterhegemonic academic pursuits—ones which will redefine mission statements,
policies and how politics are encountered and perpetuated (or not) in the academy.
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Leadership and Followership: Consciousness of Place and Action
The purpose of this next section is to explore leadership principles and practices that
resonate with both the #Bigger6Romantix collective and writing center work. Through
the act of mutuality, I argue that the position of these collective members and Writing
Center Collective model the potential to participate in the transformation of institutional
spaces. Rather than maintain a normative type of hierarchical leadership, a more
equitable, lateral and shared leadership is possible if great care and willingness to learn
remain at the heart of interactions within spaces. This is especially true as they turn into a
collective with the research they do and as they build community.
This type of lateral leadership promotes collaboration and joint exploration of issues,
with decisions built on solid, evidence-based deliberation. Each exchange is informed by
the research and lived experience of those actually doing the decision making and
weighing the heft of what informs not only their opinions, but their interactions with one
another, and the agreed upon actions they take as they move outward, beyond the
collective/community. It is with an eye towards expansion, not erasure, that the groups
discuss possible moves forward, always with the presence of mind to know who they are
inviting in but also who they may be prone to excluding or silencing. This consciousness
often shows up in deliberation because to do this work one must engage with intention.
The notion of who or what may be subject to examination or spotlighting but also subject
to diminishing or downplaying an ever-presence on the tongues of those who engage in
these talks.
The works of Ira Shor have influenced this view of community dynamics at play.
Shor’s co-authored book with Paolo Freire, A Pedagogy for Liberation: Dialogues on
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Transforming Education (1987), speaks of the importance of engaging students in critical
conversations about their own education, systems of power holding them back, and ways
to liberate themselves and others in order to transform into a more socially-just world.
Extending this reflective and reflexive praxis beyond the classroom space and into
writing centers opens a new way of envisioning the role power and leadership can be
[re]defined and by whom. In a recent interview, Ira Shor invites students to spaces of
“powerful mass movement outside the classroom” rather than “hide” or mimic the ways
of the academy (Cashmere 3). The voices must extend beyond the traditionally perceived
spaces for learning.
Some believe the most critical challenge to leadership occurs when problem
definitions are not clear-cut and technical solutions are not available. If a nonhierarchical, non-normative style of leadership is invited, actions can then be adaptive.
Jon Wergin calls this type of leadership “adaptive work,” which requires that those who
take on leadership roles create an opportunity for learning through dialogue (2). It is in
the conversations and the seeking of others’ feedback and opinions that leadership can
expand in both definition and progression. Patience, humility and engagement must be
present on the part of the participants if a more collaborative exchange is to occur. If
there is a willingness to learn as a writer or speaker of language then there is a cultivation
of space for growth. “The adaptive context is a situation that demands a response outside
your current toolkit or repertoire; it consists of a gap between aspirations and operational
capacity that cannot be closed by the expertise and procedures currently in place”
(Heifetz 3). Therefore, the ability for one to engage in adaptive leadership require
humility and a willingness to learn. Excellent leadership and mentorship requires the
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person[s] to be open to listening to others, to recognize their own inadequacies and/or the
strengths of others and to welcome those outside insights with the intention of redefining
his/her/their own actions as they move forward.
These steps taken by a collective/community towards action may begin to recognize
the potential for leadership throughout academic institutions, including how they may
collaborate but also how they may need to demonstrate a means around preexisting forms
of ineffective leadership. This often requires having meaningful conversation
problematizing the definitions and displays of leadership experienced by individuals so
an interrogation of what these are and how power operates may begin to take shape. In
fact, some of the best ways forward often include building relationships of trust that
speak hard truths, engaging in dialogue, sharing trusted observations and transcending
organizational boundaries. The acts of thinking, talking and writing together allow for
these types of relationships to develop in ways to make them easier to then display, or
perform, outward, beyond the immediate group.
There are many ways to go about doing this work but the following are steps that
have proven effective. First, it is crucial to frame problems or issues in ways that
challenge conventional thinking while also acknowledging the need to work within the
existing structure and culture. For example, analyzing and commenting on the inequity
within institutional space should start by way of engaging in the methods most familiar to
those operating within those spaces. Discussing why an emphasis on standardized
American English or grammatical practices may be limiting, and inviting faculty
members to unpack their definitions of synthesis or cohesion with a writing assessment is
initially more effective than calling the individual racist. However, it is vital to take
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reasonable risks and not be afraid of confrontation. If a sense of shared purpose and
future is present, it is the responsibility of the collective to give voice to those visions and
especially so in the face of aversion or forces which my push back against those visions.
We see persistence, one of the habit of minds, existent in the times members of the
Bigger6Romantix collective speak up against the whitewashing of journals, CFPs and
representation on panels at conferences. Their unwillingness to sit or serve of committees
that do not represent a fair range of scholars is one way to control their labor and affect
the output into the field. It is speaking into consciousness, another habit of mind, these
acts and the importance of having the courage to act is what is needed and made visible
to the consultants of the Writing Center Collective.
Lastly, the mental health of the collective needs checking regularly and, if welcomed,
discussed amongst its members. This is vital to maintaining the well-being of those
involved but also to the preservation of energy needed to do such arduous work. Doing
this work can be exhausting on many levels, including but not limited to one’s emotional,
social and professional health, so knowing who has the capacity at any moment to take on
that weight and realizing that needs to shift and change over time is essential. If we
remember to exhibit relative patience but also persistence then we can acknowledge and
address the long path to change ahead and be more at ease with the fact that real
institutional change done by collectives that form to make change, or writing collectives,
is neither predictable nor linear. Small chippings away are the structures of systemic
injustice.
If shared leadership is defined as “a dynamic, interactive influence process among
individuals in groups for which the objective is to lead one another to the achievement of
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group or organizational goals or both” than we must acknowledge where influence occurs
(Pearce and Conger, 1). This does not mean ignoring where the more hierarchical and
traditional forms of influence are occurring but rather to examine them together. The
intentional centering of peer-to-peer or lateral leadership disrupts the usual progression of
power within a community or organization but does even more than that. One result of
this work is a new, more holistic envisioning of how humanity is stronger and more
visible within their actions. It often means discussions happening and decisions made
which take the lives and the lived experiences into the deeper consideration. At times,
this sense of leadership may even resemble followership. Investment in the holistic health
of an individual and the collective means we must realize that the same leaders cannot
lead all the time.
As Mary Uhl-Bein notes, “If we are going to study the leadership process [,] we need
to stop relying on our broad labels of leader and follower and better understand the nature
of leading and following” (96). Rather than seeing followership as a means of exacting
hierarchies, we may begin to see it as a social process and a means by which we can
relate to one another by way of what we are bringing to a group. This takes humility. It
takes acknowledgement that there are moments where one person may be better and more
informed than another. It requires upending something most academics are trained and
indoctrinated into supporting—the perpetuation of the ego. To see the work ahead as our
work rather than my work is to change the frame.
The concept of decentering oneself is often perceived as feminist, as Sara Ahmed
notes: “Most of us with feminist commitments end up working for organizations that do
not have these commitments. We often acquire commitments to do something because of
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what is not being done” (89). But identifying what is not being done within an
institutional space is not enough. Dialogue regarding the institution’s willingness to be
transformed is equally important. How do you gauge an institution’s willingness to be
transformed? It means moving beyond the initiatives the institution says it is invested in
and following the literal money trail. In this deeply embedded capitalistic society, it often
means following and examining where the money is coming from, who is supplying
those funds (their vested interest), how those funds are allocated and used to cultivate
specific initiatives, programs, salaries, and other various means of production. In the next
chapter, I complicate this further by examining the ways undergraduate and graduate
writing consultants take up the work of transforming university space into a more
inclusive, diverse and change-welcoming space within institutional situation. In my
examinations of the interventions occurring on the outskirts of these spaces, I explore the
ways an exploring an ethics of collaboration may begin to subvert the normative
hierarchy of between student, faculty and larger community writers. As you will see, my
investment comes from the notion that we have rhetorical agency in various communities
at one time and that the academic community should not erase these but rather embrace
them to expand the notion of writing from a holistic standpoint. To do so requires sites of
higher education to acknowledge the dynamics of multiple writers’ voices enacting in
even a single call to create meaning through writing.
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Chapter 3: Opportunities for Engagement in a University Writing Centers
Writing center work, we say, counters shame; our work as directors and tutors is to assist
and support writers as they recognize and claim agency within the discourses of the
academy and the workplace. And maybe our work is, in some sense, to assist writers in
avoiding the possibility of being shamed when speaking and writing within those
discourses—to avoid being caught out as it were.
-From “Bold: The Everyday Writing Center and the Production of New
Knowledge in Anti-Racist Theory and Practice” by Frankie Condon, Anne Ellen
Geller, and Meg Carroll in Writing Centers and the New Racism: A Call for
Sustainable Dialogue and Change.
Intersectionality and Hybridity in the Social Justice Literacies of Emerging Writing
Center Consultants
I believe it is through the lens of intersectionality and hybridity that these actions
achieve their truest beauty, danger and potential—the importance of perpetual
destabilization which exists in the inherent nature of always emphasizing process and
projection. This notion promises grounds for exploration because it allows for writers to
create new environments and new meanings that challenge dichotomous thinking. In turn,
writers can wander productively areas existing outside of traditionally defied disciplines
and it encourages reflection upon those areas of life within which one creates meaning,
be they academic or not. Academics are invited to become experimenting intellectuals
who participate and engage in a world beyond the ivory tower. Intersections can afford
the modern reader methodologies where theories can inform practices, where history can
complicate theory and where the idea of difference can suspend the heterogeneity hidden
amongst the notion of identity. A shift in focus attuned to the intersections of gender,
race, class and sexuality create an exciting blend of globalization with nationalism and
thereby produce new communities of writers.
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This community of writers strives to make note of how high culture interacts with
the popular and how the popular interacts with high culture in one of the most visible,
immediate and transformative sites available: a writing center. Writing about these
intersections puts theory to practical use--juxtaposes, problematizing challenging,
blurring and deconstructing existing realms of knowledge in multiple areas of cultural
activity and, in doing so, opens up new possibilities for understanding. In this
environment, Homi Bhabha’s notion of hybridity can be engaged to counter monolingual
hegemony, push the bounds of conversation, and change the composition of student
support services.
I explore the value of a focus on intersectionality and hybridity and the ability to
transform writing centers into a hybrid Third Space as theorized by Homi Bhabha,
modeled in the theories of Lisa Lowe, rooted in the concepts set forth by Michel
Foucault, adapted from the discourse of Kimberlié Williams Crenshaw and Paolo Freire,
and most recently discussed in the scholarship of composition theorists: Bruce Horner,
Anne Ellen Geller, Theresa Lillis and Vershawn Ashanti Young. I argue in defense of
support systems, environments and pedagogies within academia which permit, develop,
celebrate and perpetuate the expression of multiple literacies. With this in mind, I reflect
on a knowledge-building way to support and sustain the work of building bodies of
practitioner and community-based knowledge through collaborative research. Doing so
provides opportunities for community practitioners to be trained in skills of collecting,
validating, interpreting and translating community data through collaborative research
methods while making visible their own field experiences and capacities as mentors,
leaders, writers and co-creators.
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How Research, Activism and Knowledge Production May Forge Writing
Community Dialogue
In much writing center theory and practice, conversations about multilingual
writers have supplied the field of writing center scholarship the task of recognizing the
complexity of the category of multilingualism. Both practitioners and scholars have seen
these bodies as existing in a linguistic liminal space. However, I emphasize the process of
un-othering such writers and explore the notion that all writers enter the field with home
literacies which influence their academic literacies. These writers inhabit writing centers
as clients but also as an often-invisible population of consultants and administrators
whose pedagogies and practices inevitably reflect their unique multilingual identities.
With politics in mind, I consider the ability of a writing center to be transformative in its
ability to recognize identity. These transformative sites allow clients, consultants and
administrators to exist as hybridized in accord with Homi Bhabha’s use of the term as
they encounter opportunities to counter hegemonic thinking about English by engaging in
the rhetorical practice of delivery. They can deliver different or, ideally, both aspects of
their hybridized linguistic identities in the rhetorical situations that they encounter
(Bhabha, 67).
Likewise, it is through the value of both intersectionality and hybridity that
writing centers can transform into hybrid Third Spaces of the sort that Bhabha theorizes.
They can fill their centers with consultants who feel prepared to counter monolingual
hegemony; they can push the bounds of conversations involving identity politics and
writing centers; they can change the physical and digital faces of their centers; and they
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can develop the services that they offer to promote a hybrid identity for the writing
center. As a result, they can engage in “a strategy of subversion” that involves rhetorical
“re-membering” or “putting together” a “dismembered past” to create a writing center
future that recognizes, values, and promotes hybridity and counter-hegemonic social
transformation (Bhabha, 89-90). Even the attempt to do enact these critical pedagogical
methods in the ways they consult and engage other writers is intentional, uncommon and
borderline revolutionary. To do so appropriately is it to engage Kimberlié Williams
Crenshaw’s notion of intersectionality- the idea that multiple identities intersect to create
a whole that is different from the component identities. These identities that can intersect
include gender, race, social class, ethnicity, nationality, sexual orientation, physical
and/or mental disability as well as other forms of identity. Viewing writers as such
promises grounds for exploration in allowing researchers to create new environments and
new meanings that challenge dichotomous thinking.
There is great value in acknowledging writers as each possessing unique linguistic
and rhetorical literacies. As Vershawn Ashanti Young emphasizes, the Derridean
deconstruction of the we/they, us/them binary often associated with multilingual writers
invites a more holistic orientation toward the approach of writing. It creates a new
community of writers desiring access, agency and equity within the private and public
spheres of higher education. With new engagements and performances, the exercising of
individuality and multiplicity becomes explicit. The hegemonic narrative that often
passed down and perpetuated within the academy and the dark underbelly of the sort of
master narrative of writing centers become exposed. It casts its shadow on tidy
conversations about multiliteracy as the future of writing centers.
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It likewise exposes the sort of deep tensions that surround the teaching of
multilingual writers and their experiences in the U.S. As Bruce Horner et al. suggest in a
commentary on the U.S educational system, “[t]raditional approaches to writing in the
United States […] take as the norm a linguistically homogenous situation: one where
writers, speakers, and readers are expected to use Standard English or Edited American
English—imagined ideally as uniform—to the exclusion of other languages and language
variations” (303). Likewise, this exclusion as hegemonic thinking creates a policy of
containment and the continuing dominance of the myth of linguistic homogeneity which
has serious implications not only for multilingual writers but all writers. Perhaps, this
message is most deeply felt when we take the warning of Anthony Kiedis, lead singer of
Red Hot Chili Peppers, into consideration: “Choose not the life of imitation…this life is
more than just a read through (“Can’t Stop”, 2002). If we as a public seek to improve, to
move beyond stagnancy and perpetuate originality and the Foucauldian “more”, than it
behooves student support services (like a university writing center) to challenge
traditional concepts of writing which merely initiate and then regulate student voice and
identity. Everyday language is in fact, as Derrida notes, neither neutral nor innocent but
rather “knotted into a system” (333). Welcoming the multiple voices of a newer, more
diverse population in an equally diverse space will allow for an exchange of ideas,
grounds for access and, a greater sense of agency within community and, perhaps
eventually, a sense of equity which may benefit society at large.
Writing center practitioners may not always recognize the ways in which their
identities counter assumptions about emergent bilingual speakers because the
monolingual hegemony that is inherently at play works to colonize everything. Self57

awareness and support can potentially function to deconstruct the us/them binary that
perpetuates the kind of monolingual hegemony. They can envision writing center
environments in which languages transform one another and possibilities for hybridity
exist. They can consciously come to inhabit a middle space that they always already
inhabit whether they realize it or not: a space between writer designations that foster
mainstream perceptions of multilingualism. Within these new locations of power, writers
of historically marginalized groups reign. Hence they can refashion conceptions of
multilingualism and emerge in and of themselves as what Bhabha might characterize and
celebrate as hybridized. To be hybrid, writes Bhabha, is to be “neither the one thing nor
the other” (49). Multiple identities emerge as possibilities along a continuum, not as
definitive of linguistic identity. They emerge as relative poles on that continuum because
hybridity as it characterizes certain writers allows for “temporal movement and passage”
that “prevents identities […] from settling into primordial polarities” (Bhabha,
5).Rhetorical situations inevitably influence the temporal movement of multilingualism
and multilingual identity.
As Bhahba notes, to exist as “neither the one thing nor the other” does not
inherently mean to always publicly or simultaneously identify as both the one thing and
the other (49). And in writing center practice, like the writers who visit writing centers,
may opt to remember, claim, and thereby deliver one identity over another based on a
given rhetorical situation. Many late-twentieth and early twenty-first century scholars
have developed this concept that the delivery of identity may emerge in spoken, written,
visual, electronic, or multimodal form, and that this delivery of identity often involves a
conception of the self as an argument. As revealed in Dr. Shanté Paradigm Smalls’
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“Critical Race Theory” course this semester, performance of identity can put into action
the impression upon others the performer’s wishes to convey. In one of their more recent
articles, Dr. Smalls asks the reader to be conscious of what is being centered at all times
when they state “performances demonstrate the value/exchange of Black performance in
the wider world, while also functioning as performatives or doings that imbue the
everydayness of Black gesture with vitality that contests social death and provides vitality
after material death.” (104) In other words, one can and perhaps inherently does have
rhetorical intentions in mind as one delivers their monolingual selves, their multilingual
selves, or their whole hybridized selves.
In everyday writing center practice and professional development, hybrid
linguistic identity manifests in different ways and for different reasons, yet it typically
manifests as simplified. When rhetorical situations in writing centers involve multilingual
individuals as writers or as colleagues, they may invite others to reveal their multilingual
identities perhaps in simplified ways—ways that negate the complex reality of hybridity
and the dramatically different language acquisition experiences. Shifting the writing
center into this realm allows for the actualization of Lisa Lowe’s intervention: to come to
terms with a refusal of the “static and binary conceptions of ethnicity, replacing notions
of identity with multiplicity and shifting the emphasis for ethnic ‘essence’ to cultural
hybridity” (1039). The call is to challenge the stabilization, to welcome the flux and
fluidity and most importantly to not allow for erasure but rather cohesion of strong,
unified identities in unison. The differences represented amongst a population, especially
a population of writers, can allow for “greater political opportunity” in their likelihood to
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find other subaltern groups eager to advance their voices beyond the stationary,
oppressive environments afforded them in times past.
If writing centers and the practitioners that comprise them are to challenge
monolingual hegemony, they must explore possibilities for making both writers and
consultants feel comfortable enough to recognize, own, and reveal their complex and
hybridized selves and engage in collaborative reflection as part of the very purpose of
writing center work. These consultants can and should deliver in all rhetorical situations
their nuanced, hybrid selves as opposed to selves that fit more neatly into the binaries that
form a monolingual hegemony. Instead of working toward a monolithic goal, writing
center practitioners who work as administrators or consultants might, in Bhabha’s terms,
“remember that it is the ‘inter’—the cutting edge of translation and negotiation, the
inbetween space—that carries the burden of the meaning of culture” (56). They might
engage in the complicated and messy work of positioning the sort of hybridity that
characterizes identity as the philosophical center of their writing center missions and
reflective actions in order to move writers, consultants, and the liminality that they
represent from the metaphorical margins that have ignored their existence to the center.
They might thereby showcase means by which to move from theoretical conversations
about the delivery of identity to practical knowledge—knowledge that helps to ward off
uninformed or under-informed assumptions about all multilingual writers. These kinds of
conditions enable revelations about hybridized and thereby complex linguistic identities
that both writers and consultants hold. It is within this notion of complex linguistic
identities presence that space is created for negotiation.
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Writing centers might move hybridity to the center by way of more nuanced and
reflective discussions about literacy that happen in staff meetings and activities that foster
professional development. It becomes essential to hire, train and engage those who
operate with the space in these matters if the site itself will create thoughtful and
meaningful collaborations with those who walk through its doors. If writing centers are to
contribute to a writer’s cognitive development, they must view learning as not only
including concepts and skills but also thinking processes. They must acknowledge and
encourage the acknowledgment of the value of multiple literacies, multiple identities and
identifiers of race, gender, class, culture and sexuality.
Certainly, writing consultants must prepare themselves to help writers recognize,
develop, and deliver their own linguistic multiliteracies. However, they must also look
inward to unearth the languages that they speak and the means by which those languages
position them as prospective agents of change who can work to counter monolingual
hegemonic thinking, to counter-othering ends, to recognize and more readily include a
still more diverse array of individuals. This kind of commitment can create the “depth”
that exists “in the representation of a unified image of the self” (Bhabha, 69). Moreover,
this kind of commitment allows writers to escape juxtaposed rhetorical situations that do
or do not prompt them to share their linguistic heritage but instead helps them to foster a
third sort of rhetorical situation that speaks to the Third Space where “we may elude the
politics of polarity and emerge as the others of our selves” (Bhabha, 56). This space,
therefore, is one in which the us/them binary that forms hegemonic thinking about
language in writing centers in predominantly English-speaking countries begins to
dissipate. It exists as a space in which hybridity is or can be the norm.
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Envisioning writing center futures that shape themselves around conversations
involving identity, hybridity, translinguality, multilingualism, and multiliteracy is
difficult work. However, it is this notion of work, of the importance of perpetuating
Michel Foucault’s focus of “the more”, which makes it essential to the future of higher
education. This path of exposure, welcomed immersion, internalization and, ultimately,
an act outward that creates a reality worth living…or at least one with great purpose. As
Foucault notes at the end of The Archaeology of Knowledge, we may be limited by the
readability of our signs, but the beauty lies in the ability to analyze those signs for
“discourses are composed of signs; but what they do is more than use these signs to
designate things. More is what renders them irreducible to the language (langue) and to
speech. It is this ‘more’ that we must reveal and describe.” (96). Beauty lies in our
mission to seek out the “more” and to encourage future generations to remember to
question, complicate, interrogate, but most importantly to perpetuate the “more.”
The “more” within writing center spaces is often that which is invisible. The signs
indicate this is a different writing center—one which strikes against the remedial or “fixit” complex surrounding this student support service. The “more” resides in ensuring it is
known, seen and actually doing the work of pushing back against the normative
oppressive uses of standardized American English as the dominant language within
writing and speaking in higher education. Therefore, the idea of being an advocate,
supplying voice and opportunities for voicing, becomes attractive, desirable and
necessary. To engage and take action, is to remember the words of Theresa M. Lillis
sharing her case studies and telling us the evidence is not only clear but the evidence is
actual people—people struggling to find their voice, struggling to find their way in,
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struggling to engage and contribute. Her book, Student Writing: Access, Regulation,
Desire, was written with the intention of asking a very important question: what do we
expect of higher education in the twenty-first century? This is a question we must ask
ourselves, our colleagues, our students, our communities. Creating environments where
multiple opinions are expressed and a place where multiple voices are heard both in and
out of the classroom are essential acts.
Yet, it is worth acknowledging that revisiting and rethinking the ways in which
we have come to frame and propagate our writing center past—the heroic master
narrative that has come to shape our field’s identity. By shifting the theoretical or
practical everyday work, writing centers must rewrite the narrative of old functions, to
appropriate Bhabha’s words, as “a strategy of subversion” (89). Similarly, Anne Geller,
Michele Eodice, Frankie Condon, Meg Carroll and Beth Boquet express writing center
theory and practice of this nature as inevitably subversive within The Everyday Writing
Center: A Community of Practice (52). They explain subversion as everyday actions that
involve the invocation of an awareness of one’s environment, a sort of street savvy
applied to spaces of domination. Conscious, deliberative actions must occur by those who
function within the system in conjunction or alliance with those who function on the
outside. These must be the actions of activists who are seen as both insiders and outsiders
moving together between social and academic insides and outsides, private and public
spheres, in order to deliver subversive ideas that call into question existing hegemonic
order as it exists in modern day universities. It involves a celebration of dangerous, messy
realities for their promise of non-normative, non-traditional possibilities in everyday
work.
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Bhabha understands this difficult but necessary act of everyday engagements as a
way to “re-member” a new narrative (90). As Bhabha explains, “[r]emembering is never
a quiet act of introspection or retrospection. It is a painful re-membering, a putting
together of the dismembered past to make sense of the trauma of the present” (90). And,
much like identity itself, which, for Bhabha, “is never a priori, nor a finished product”
and “only ever the problematic process of access to an image of totality,” the new
narrative that emerges in the wake of re-membering must shake totalizing pressures to
exist first and foremost as part of a process rather than a finished a product (73). It must
remain open to continually re-membering itself as new generations of writing center
inhabitants actively interrogate their own identities in staff meetings, in consultations,
and in the scholarship they produce. It must remain open to the new realizations to which
these hybrid inhabitants come, be those realizations about themselves, their centers, or
their field, and it must deliver that hybridized identity to institutional powers in strategic
ways. This new narrative that recognizes the hybridity that resides within must remain
open to embracing the wealth of hybridity that exists beyond its bounds in order to
position itself as vehicle for voice and ascribe greater value in general to liminal ways of
thinking and working in the world.
Intervention on the Outskirts: Exploring Social Justice Literacies in Writing Center
Practices at the St. John’s University Writing Center
According to results of the 2019-2020 U.S. Department of Education College
Scorecard, the St. John’s University is a private, Catholic university located in Jamaica
(Queens), New York. It is mainly a commuter school that is home to 11, 907
undergraduates and 4,647 graduate students. The student demographic is 57% female and
43% male. 27% of the students are Pell grant recipients. 41% of students are white, 15%
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are Asian, 16% are Black/African American, 11% are Hispanic/Latino, 5% are multirace, 0.5% are Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander and 0.5% are Native American/Alaskan
Native and 5% are listed as unknown.
The St. John’s University Writing Center fluctuated in size during this project
from 40 Consultants to 22 consultants over the course of two years. 82% female, 18%
male. The maximum consultant to client session duration is 50 minutes. Community
outreach includes mentoring through local high schools as well as in conjunction with oncampus mentoring programs. I began the study with these preliminary research
questions:


How do writing center consultants/administrators experience and conceptualize
social justice issues within the context of a writing consultation in a university
writing center?



How much of a writing center’s success and openness to these multiple voices is
contingent upon the individual belief systems and values of those who run the
individual sessions and the administrative aspects of the center itself?



How are those belief systems shaped from their exposure to theories, concepts
and methodologies experienced in the personal lives, the extracurricular
clubs/organizations and interpersonal interactions as seekers of equal rights?



Do the identities of the research subjects overtly/covertly reveal themselves in the
writing center?

With these four preliminary research questions in mind, I began to examine Freire’s
definition of critical consciousness at play with the St. John’s University Writing Center,
“the capacity to adapt oneself to reality plus the critical capacity to make choices and to
transform that reality”, as essential to public writing, writing which can occur anywhere
(Education, 5). The exercise, the calling into question and the change is more important
than the continuity, tradition, and influence. As I occupied this space, I began to wonder
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if excitement of modern-day higher education and university writing centers in particular,
lies in its revolutionary spirit, shared ownership and transformative space of a socialjustice seeking communities. In a nod to Michelle Hall-Kells, I dare to think it lies in the
hands of its composers and the composers of those composers- in the reignited (and
hopefully, infinite) fight against the fixed.
As first a graduate student and then as Interim Assistant Director, I have dedicated
much of my time researching the various academic, civic, cultural and professional
literacies of the Writing Center Collective members. Through procedure such as visual
and verbal observations during university writing center consultations, field-notes, survey
and questionnaires, a record of quotidian acts and a sampling of consultant journal
entries, client feedback forms of evaluation and various Blackboard posts of reflection, I
gained insight into who they are. This included but was not limited to what motivates
them, as well as the perceptions they hold of themselves and other writers and writings.
Most importantly though was being in dialogue with them within these discussion board:
engaging in follow up responses, asking more questions, inviting additional reflection
and critical thinking as well as moving these conversations off the digital platform and
onto the family-style tables of the writing center and into sharing that happens at the
conference table of weekly our staff meetings. The conversations not only helped us
begin to understand one another but shape the direction and focus we would take forward
into our next steps, into the building of a community together.
In addition to these exchanges, I conducted a series of interviews over the course
of two years and use two types of coding to share my findings: process coding: a word or
phrase that captures a transaction and in vivo coding: patterns in a participant’s
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conversation/own words. These types of coding strategies foreground participants’
understanding of their own experience and support my concern for all those who agreed
to participate to be able to speak from their own lived experiences while maintaining
some say in the shaping of my research process. The research for this project was
conducted at St. John’s University’s University Writing Center located on the Queens
campus.
The research participants for his project were chosen based primarily upon their
level of involvement navigating social justice issues in the worlds beyond the writing
center. A general form was sent out requesting formation regarding the type, frequency
and level of involvement one has within organizations which strive to secure equal rights.
As illustrated in figure 2, these organizations included, but were not limited to,
advocating for the rights of immigrants, students of color, the LGBTQ community,
women, and other underserved and/or marginalized bodies. The participants were be
asked their age, gender, class, race and academic position (undergraduate students,
graduate students, and administrators) so as to supply the study with a varying degree of
representation within the university setting. This was intentional on my part so as to
examine the various intersections of these factors upon the participant’s engagement with
a client in sessions.
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Fig.2: “A Selection of the Student Organizations, Clubs, and Activities of My Research Participants”
Photos uploaded and shared by Tina M. Iemma; 2021.

The chart below reveals the five research participants using their own selfidentifiers. Pseudonyms were selected for each participant to protect all and maintain the
anonymity of all participants. All participants were employed by the University Writing
Center and members of the Writing Center Collective.
Participant (Pseudonym)

Self-Identifiers

Marilyn

Black woman; Sociology major

Eve

Black female; Not an English major

Elaine

Indian; Immigrant; Cisgender Heterosexual Woman

Barbara

Dominican; Queens, New Yorker; Queer; Poet

Tammy

Proud Puerto Rican New Yorker; Woman

Sarah

South Asian, Long Islander; fabulous

Rachael

Black and proud woman; former Writing Across
Communities coordinator

Table 1: Chart of Writing Center Collective Research Participants
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Empathy, Investment, Presence/Engagement, Humility and Socialization/
Community: These five key concepts/theories captured the essence of the research
participants and their clients in action. As I read the body, mannerisms, and eyes and
heard the spoken words of my participants, I began to realize just how much attention to
detail matters when conducting a session in St. John’s University Writing Center. Not
only did I begin to see my participants’ meaning-making processes in play, but I was also
able to distinguish how each participant engages this sense and brings it into a session.
There often was an active, deliberate attempt (and I say “attempt” because I am not naïve
enough to believe it is successful in every session) to have an authentic and often
interpersonal interaction with another writer. Shirley Heath’s words came to mind at
these moments: “place of language in cultural life of each social group is interdependent
with the habits and values behaving shared among members of that group” (Ways with
Words, 11). This interdependency is what I attempted to extract, define and admire within
the type of observations I was conducting.

Writing Centers as Sites of Collaboration and Inquiry
Beyond being a student support service, a university writing center must advocate
for student research and collaboration, regularly inviting students to collaborate on
writing initiatives that they deem most important. Cultivating such a space and
community allows students to go beyond the demands of coursework and immerse
themselves in the challenging but potentially rewarding work of research. There is
immense reward in investigating questions of genuine interest and working with
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experienced academics go beyond grades or networking. These opportunities should
extend beyond the university writing center and be central to our lives as academics, no
matter our academic rank.
Engaging university writing center work in this capacity often leads to a rare level
of activism, an activism that can directly impact lives and sustain the empowerment of
people by supporting their voices within educational institutions. To do this, it is vital to
discuss and have open dialogue with the staff to determine the work being done, the work
we want to do, the work being done on other campuses and writing-centered
organizations. Having these conversations allows a staff to inquire how their ways of
knowing and doing may be unique, needed or complimentary to already existing
conversations. Harry Denny refers to this level of intrigue as inquiry-based, practicethinking, mainly considering one’s work as part of a larger scholarly conversation
(Facing the Center). Inviting students into these conversations allows fields of interest to
advance beyond single papers and classroom walls. It allows for students to maintain an
active role in meaning-making and often the trajectory of their own or their center’s
future research paths.
How a writing center may go about having these conversations and inviting staff
into doing this work remains conditional. Each center will have their own list of
initiatives but just as importantly, each center will have varying levels of support.
Support extends beyond the encouragement of ideas; support means access to resources.
These resources include but are not limited to funding. More important resources include
access to people/thinkers: mentors and peers who can help foster a sense of community.
It is within this community that questions can be asked, ideas can be presented and have
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the chance to be heard, fail, or half-formed. If an environment of teaching and learning is
foregrounded above all else, then the community will act as a space for growth. Often
these types of space do not exist even within a classroom space. There is often little
opportunity to develop larger, sometimes institutional or cross-disciplinary, ideas and
projects that speak to the interest of or are sponsored by individuals, small groups, or a
cohort within a department. A place like the writing center I know is a place where
students can speak with mentors, such as graduate students writing master’s theses and
dissertations as well as faculty members from across the disciplines. Having this
exposure and opportunity to dialogue allows students to engage in ongoing lines of
inquiry and ask questions with the chance of seeking answers from fields which they may
not be familiar or otherwise find accessible. It will give them the chance to think
critically, creatively and differently…it will help generate new ways of knowing and
foregrounding.
The same development of relationships is also visible in the dynamic of the
Bigger6Romantix collective. Regardless of academic rank, positionality and experience,
the members of the collective are ever-conscious of which voices are given the front seat,
which are invited into conversation, presentations, and publications. They use their
privilege to emphasize and support the ideas, research and questions of historically
ignored scholars who wish to share their experiences within and beyond academia.
Cultivating a space where inquiry and research can extend across positionalities,
such as a student or faculty member, means there can be new ways of addressing issues
or conditions of interest. If collaboration is not only encouraged or supported, the ecology
of an institution has the potential to shift. A shift in the power dynamic, the normative
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hierarchy of institutional space can occur if instead of exacting authority, or policing
one’s language and ideas, we speak into the social and cultural relations at play when
attempting to research. Likewise, student and faculty member or administrator mentored
relationships like the one between members of the Writing Center Collective and myself,
as well as student to student mentored relationships which are developed over time also
help create this shift. If we begin with a dialogue about our own individual or familial
experiences with a specific topic and how we are experiencing them, we can then move
into learning what others are saying about it—what scholarship is out there. Just as
important is to push the thinking, asking and lines of inquiry outward…to surrounding
communities. These communities could take the form of collaborative presentations at
conferences, within journal publications, blog sites, webpage creations or colloquiums.
They can happen in reading and writing groups. Modeling these ways of collaborating
invites, rather than forces, people into conversation, thinking and learning. As Denny
notes in Facing the Center, a forward-thinking writing program administrator will always
be thinking about the different ways people work through and think critically about the
politics of identity with students (43). This often means spending an enormous amount of
time truly seeing and attempting to understand the people in one’s community as well as
having discussion informed by the opinions of those people as to what they need in order
to continue to feel brave enough to keep thinking, learning,
The feeling of being invited into community can produce hope. If one can
“imagine yourself as part of a community that makes leadership possible, that makes
scholarship possible, that makes better people possible, [then] you take a very social
approach to education and you’re not only learning by yourself upstairs in a carrel but
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also you are learning together.” (Denny, 6) While the authors of The Everyday Writing
Center mention this with their notion of a community of practice, I extend that to ask
who we are inviting into our communities, who determines who gets invited, what
practices are upheld, promoted, who or what is excluded, etc.? While a community of
practice must always be ever-negotiated to avoid complacency and be self-reflected and
determined, it also must remain critical of itself in order to remain vigil in its pursuit of
understanding who and what is being privileged, foregrounded, decentered or silenced.
There are few opportunities for an undergraduate, or even a graduate, student to be
invited into, let alone charged with developing, such community spaces.
In their 2018 IWCA keynote address, Kendra Mitchell and Robert Randolph Jr,
questioned the progress writing center studies have made as a field by interrogating the
conference theme, “The Citizen Center,” asking, “Haven’t we done this before? What
have we done about it?” (Mitchell & Randolph, 2019, 23). These questions, along with
their article length response “A Page from Our Book: Social Justice Lessons from the
HBCU Writing Center”, raised issue with writing centers claiming to be antiracist and
doing antiracist work but ones which in actuality were perpetuating the same old systems
of oppression and inequality. Three years later and it is safe to say that most people
simply supply lip service but do nothing to make those words actionable. For too long,
those who sit in normatively defined positions of power have refused to embrace
discomfort and the displacement of themselves in favor of preserving the same systems
which sustain their own positionalities and advancement. These power-seeking
individuals full of ego have been coopting the efforts of those who wish to envision and
cultivate a different, more inclusive and just space. This next section of my dissertation
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will take up Mitchell and Randolph’s question of “What have we done?” but also ask
“What are we doing?”

Making Statements
Upon entering the position of Interim Assistant Director, one of the first projects I
wished to undertake was the revision and conceptualization of a collective mission
statement for the university writing center. Using a students-as-partners approach, I
invited those students who were interested in collaborating to meet with me so we may
think, discuss and write together. I also let the students know they would be asked to
review a draft of the mission statement, at one of our weekly staff meetings (paid time),
and supply feedback before we were to post it on our institutional webpage. Together, we
examine existing statements but especially ones from other university writing centers we
admired such as Purdue University and Eastern Carolina University. We also looked at
other statements being made: language statements, statements of advocacy for linguistic
justice, and others. This set us with ideas for future work.
In October of 2019, I along with two other students (one undergraduate and one
graduate student) crafted our mission statement:
Our mission at the University Writing Center is to collaborate with writers across
disciplines, levels of experience, and backgrounds at St. John’s, and to adapt our
services as campus responds to COVID-19. We consider it our role to foster the
diversity of writers and writing practices represented within our University
community. Our philosophy is guided by a commitment to social justice and to
the cultivation of equitable learning environments for people of all linguistic,
racial, cultural, gender, and sexual identities. We work with all writers to develop
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and strengthen their critical thinking, rhetorical awareness, written expression,
and writing processes.
Our Writing Center Consultants are undergraduate and graduate students of
various majors trained to support writers across the five Colleges that make up St.
John’s. As a community, our consultants work together to sustain collaborative
learning practices both in and beyond face-to-face, e-tutoring and online writing
consultations. Consultants also conduct their own research based on their work at
the Writing Center, often presenting at regional and national conferences focused
on composition and writing studies. With their leadership, the Writing Center
continuously hosts tours, workshops, and collective writing events. Together, we
aim to learn, stay in conversations, and engage in practices that enact our social
justice initiatives.
These two students were interested in learning how to post on our institutional webpage
and agreed to go through training within the Digital Department to become our web
masters. As they were receiving training, they facilitated our staff meeting to share the
draft of the statement, collect feedback from the other members of our staff, discuss the
changes suggested, and revise to a final version.
Not soon after its posting and widespread accolades, our nation was thrown into
disarray under the Trump presidency and the murders of George Floyd, Eric Garner,
Trayvon Martin, Renisha McBride, Breonna Taylor and the many others who were killed
as a result of institutionalized racism and neocolonialism. By chance, I met up with one
of the collaborators of the Eastern Carolina University Writing Center, Dr. Nikki
Caswell. She spoke of the BLM statement her staff was thinking of creating and we
brainstormed the best ways to go about bringing this work to our staffs. It was Nikki who
shared Barbara Love’s article “Developing a Liberatory Consciousness” with us. An
article detailing ways to battle oppressive systems of power that structure every facet of
our society, including higher education. Within in Love states that developing a
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liberatory consciousness “enables humans to live in their oppressive systems and
institutions with awareness and intentionality.”
We knew we needed to see and read this letter in the same vein as what was
happening locally, within our own institution, to our own community. Marilyn, a senior
undergraduate on our staff, generated the following statement. The statement was posted
to our webpage after the rest of our staff looked it over, suggested small changes, and
agreed to its posting:
As a Catholic and Vincentian university that values our internal and surrounding
communities, we must continue to activate these core values that define us as an
institution. At this present time, it is of great importance to support our diverse
student body. We believe every department has a pivotal role to play in the fight
to end police brutality and systemic racism; the time to act is now.
The series of events that have occurred (globally, nationally, and within our St.
John’s community), call for an amplified ethics of care, one that the University
Writing Center pledges to embody. In the weeks to come (and moving forward),
we ask that faculty members proceed in ways that exercise this care regarding the
various identities and lived experiences of St. John’s University students.
Extended deadlines, revised syllabi, and other reasonable course adjustments
should be considered.
Before students are writers, they are friends, sisters, brothers, daughters, and sons;
they are people. We as consultants, pledge to prioritize the physical and emotional
well-being of our student body, and re-establish our virtual and physical space as
one in which our students can freely express themselves. We believe in the power
of words, and we will use ours to support you. We stand with our Black student
body. #BlackLivesMatter
The creation and publication of this statement was a momentous point in the
implementation of the Ethics of Care Initiative. Together they explicitly condemned
racism and the publishing of it allowed others to hold us accountable to our words. As Dr.
Neisha-Anne Green once stated, “All I really wanna see is that WERK,” and this group
understood that the work was what really mattered, no matter how proactive and
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promising our statement was. Great care, thought and time went into the construction of
these statements. They were generated by students who wished to no longer remain
silent, students who not only received or knew of linguistic and racial microaggressions
but who also knew they had the support and power to raise their voices against acts of
injustice. As the groups formed, they remained ever-conscious of their own
positionalities by having frequent conversation about how they self-identify, how they
and their close group of friends, clients and classmates had been treated and who would
be best at any given moment to do the wording and actions needed for getting these
messages across and heard.
The ethic of collaboration and habits of mind at play within this group were most
visible when they realized social justice work meant taking the first step in implementing
change for their own center. As opinions and ideas were voiced about how to make the
center better, white tutors invested in social justice work collaborated with their coworkers that are BIPOC. As Marilyn and Eve, leaders in this group note:
One group cannot push the agenda forward; everyone is needed to do their part.
BIPOC are aware that they are oppressed and not heard; White people need to be
a part of the conversation to realize what is happening and speak to how that can
change with their help. Change does not happen until initiatives are formed and
put into place. In order for white tutors to move beyond the metaphorical work of
allyship, they need to be willing to do the work and expect nothing in return. It is
important for white tutors to realize there is no quick reward for tackling antiracist work. They must do the work and keep it pushing with no complaints.
However, this group was also mentored into understanding the value of stakeholders
when attempting to enact any form of institutional change. As shown later in this chapter,
this same group of students used the collaborative dialogic literacies to develop
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community outreach which extended beyond the wall of the Writing Center, across to
other students, staff and faculty members.

Hiring
One opportunity to develop community within a writing center is to pay attention
to the ways equitable hiring practices are cultivated and rhetorical agency can be
promoted in the during the hiring process. Using a student-centering methodology in our
hiring process has allowed us to speak into the ways that our writing center fits into larger
social and racial justice reforms and dissect the relationship between university writing
centers and diversity, equity and inclusion work. Ultimately, it has allowed us to reflect
on the most critical factors that helped us to define a more inclusive hiring process and
give candidates a chance to speak into who they are as people, as writers.
One of the most meaningful opportunities a writing administrative team has is the
hiring of undergraduate writing consultants. After all, these people will be enacting and
engaging with the philosophies and concepts most meaningful to the program, projecting
them in their daily interactions with writers across and beyond the space of a writing
center (Eodice, Geller and Lerner). What do we consider when hiring consultants? Which
questions do we ask and what practices do we implement when asking those questions to
create equitable grounds for the candidate to be interviewed, assessed, hired and then
introduced to the rest of the staff and the university at large?
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The graduate staff and I had the opportunity to reflect on the experiences of hiring
a staff of twenty undergraduate writing consultants within a reconditioned, social justice
seeking, activist-oriented writing program. In doing such we realized we could share our
learning and encourage others to reflect upon the design, implementation and efficacy of
their own hiring practices as they seek to [re]define the hiring experience as an
opportunity which may allow for equity—a place where students may be given the
freedom to experience or experiment with their forms of rhetorical agency.
As we reflected on own positionalities—both within and outside of the center and
university—we began to understand how our work can be used to address the larger
urgency surrounding movements of social and racial justice reform taking place in the
world. As reflected in the public-facing mission statement, our writing center prides and
promotes itself in encouraging and supporting administrators, faculty and students who
strive to use writing to sustain diverse academic, cultural, civic, and professional
communities across and beyond the university (Kells).
With this mission in mind, we speak of how we can recognize and help candidates
develop agency in their writing center hiring experiences by emphasizing the importance
of enacting strategies based in the “students as partners” philosophy—a philosophy
which foregrounds the lived experiences (meaning-makings) of individuals whilst being
conscious of the power dynamic at play in the normative hierarchy of institutional spaces
within higher education (Bovill, Cook-Sather, Felten). We consider and discuss why
these practices are important to implement by reflecting on the conditions of our own
university, a place where the student demographic does not match its faculty
demographic.
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With attention to quotidian acts of linguistic and cultural diversity, someone in
my position navigates the spaces for mentorship and leadership on campus and is often
called to speak into this act as having the potential to responsibly engage in direct action
on behalf of writers with marginalized bodies. I have learned the importance of that work
being taken up by someone in my position: a graduate student and interim assistant
director, one who deliberately performs on the line between student and
administrator. Not losing touch with what it means to be and advocate for other students
while enacting an ethical usage of the knowledge I have gained as an administrator
(seeing how the sausage is made) requires a delicate dance at times and the wielding of a
baseball bat at others.
The graduate staff members were invited into becoming active participants in the
hiring process by way of co-creating interview questions, recruiting and conducting the
interviews alongside administrators. A chain of mentorship was visible as a graduate
student administrator was mentoring graduate students and those graduate students were
mentoring undergraduate candidates. One foregrounded the ways to demystify entering
writing center work by intentionally discussing the anti-racist, more inclusive initiative
work taken up on behalf of all writers. Another graduate student emphasized the
necessary arrival to sociological accountability that subsequently guided and governed
our desire for more ethical hiring practices in the writing center. She draws upon her
initiative leadership role to amplify the greater implications of writing center work, and
the promise that awaits when we provide a fertile ground where the dynamic lives and
identities of each individual are not only seen, but valued. And yet another graduate
student teases out the teleology of a writing center within the context of her work as a
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decolonial and trauma scholar. She focuses not just on the tutoring, but on her own
initiative work: the collaborative development of expressive outlets (such as freewriting)
to expand the liberatory, agency-geared potentialities of the writing center.

Initiative Development and Project Work
Another major aspect of community building within the St. John’s University
Writing Center occurred through student-centered initiative development and project
work. After the first year in the position of Interim Assistant Director of the St. John’s
University Writing Center, I sat down and reflected on what I heard both our consultants
and clients asking for with regard to the spaces and time they needed or they wished to do
for themselves or on behalf of others as writers. I generated a list of what I called
“Project/Initiatives” and then shared them with the staff at our first Fall 2020 meeting.
Upon sharing, I invited the staff into weighing in on this list and asked them to
alter or expand it based upon their eagerness, willingness, and comfort with doing this
work. We were entering a full year of all remote writing center work because of
COVID19 so coming together in these ways and for these purposes seemed even more
important. The initial list included: LGBTQ+ Advocacy, Disabilities and Better Practices,
Translanguaging, and Social Media.
The approach of each initiative group was three-fold, to discuss, to gain new
knowledge, and to implement better practices—emphasizing collaboration at all times.
This work meant starting conversations amongst ourselves to brainstorm concerns and

81

tasks, discussing who in the field of writing center scholarship or writing studies more
broadly (if anyone) has written or spoken into this initiative. It also included reading the
work of designated scholars, writing into that work through the lens of practitioners both
individually and collaboratively, discussing that collaborative writing within small
initiative group meetings, sharing what we learned with the rest of the staff at weekly
staff meetings, hearing input and feedback from those staff members, reaching out to
communities on and beyond campus (including but not limited to Spectrum, Office of
Multicultural Affairs, Office of Disability Services) and then trying our hands and minds
at implementing those practices. This enabled the Writing Center Collective to get to
know the collectives around campus, how to recommend them as resources to students,
how to potentially become better situated amongst these outside communities and
develop ideas of how we may later form alliances.
Embodying allyship and mutual care in writing center sessions began to mean
more than showing up; it began to mean having an eagerness and engagement in learning
from our counterparts, imagining and co-creating a future informed by our new and
carried knowledge, our ethics, and our striving to meet clients where they are. We spoke
in detail about the messiness of this work, how we may fail as we continue to learn and
implement new practices, but how it is the willingness to attempt (and to keep trying) that
truly matters.
After each attempt at implementing a new practice, we reflected on what we
learned through collective journaling but as the year began to come to an end and we
realized our gained knowledge and experience may get lost as nearly three quarters of the
staff looked graduation in the eye, we decided to curate our learning. Our blogging and
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website development team put out a call to all the initiative groups to share writing, either
by way of mission or initiative statements. Above all, this group also knew to articulate
how and why the evolution of these statements would not only be encouraged but a
necessary task to be taken up by newly hired consultants, or trainees, and future
consultants. They knew that articulations or wording and focus needed to be informed by
the literacies of those who were slated to take up the work in the future, the student staff.
An example of such negotiation and collaboration is visible in the work taken up
by the Translanguaging Group as they began working on an internal survey about
language diversity amongst our staff, a statement, and IRB documents. We invited one
another into the work of revising all or none of what was created…to pick it apart,
challenge it, change the language, choose only some of it to use, get rid of some of it, add
more of what we discussed in meetings. These conversations included our own
experiences and heard testimonies about linguistic microaggressions, tools of class and
race supremacy, being active language learners, fighting monoglossic ideology.
Throughout this process, the members discussed reading but often quoted April BakerBell’s words from Linguistic Justice: Black Language, Identity and Pedagogy to one
another. One passage which truly resonated with this group, the Ethics of Care and
honestly everyone on our staff:
If y’all actually believe that using “standard English” will dismantle white
supremacy, then you not paying attention! If we, as teachers, truly believe that
code-switching will dismantle whit supremacy, we have a problem. If we honestly
believe that code switching will save Black people’s lives, then we really ain’t
paying attention to what’s happening in the world. Eric Garner was choked to
death by a police officer while saying “I can’t breathe.’ Wouldn’t you consider “I
cannot breathe” “standard English” syntax? (5)
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We knew the weight of the work set forth before us but we also knew the energy we
would bring individually and collectively. We trusted one another to speak about the bad
day we were having; we gave one another space to process; we argued; we forgave; we
were there for one another; we moved forward together.
Because of the pandemic and the realities of Zoom-fatigue, the dialogue in the
comments sections of our shared Google documents often reflected this level of care.
Here is just one example of an exchange between two collaborators:
Barbara: I think if we specify that we as an initiative group focus on discourse on
topics in relation to race, ethnicity and equity. Also, I think we can take this
opportunity to talk about how attitudes about race are intertwined with attitudes
about language.
Elaine: Yes, linguistic microaggressions and how we are always in training to
ensure a braver space where their linguistic repertoire is valued. Linguistic
microaggressions affect POC. Linguistic deficiency is associated with racialized
bodies.
Barbara: I think it important to incorporate this to name the offense and just as
important who often runs the risk of being silences by these aggressions. The
connection should be articulated overtly and explicitly.
Tammy: One more thing here, it becomes important then for us to say who we are
and how we got here. I mean, who we are accountable to as well. We can’t forget
some see us as “experts” because we work here...but we know there aren’t
“experts” like in any field...there are just folks who know some stuff and want to
share. What I mean is I think it’s important for us to create a section which lets
people outside the WC know we are learners, we educate yes but we are also open
to being educated. We don’t have all the answers and we are really open to
collaborating with other writers to know their ways of expression.
Elaine: Like don’t lose sight of the people behind all of this work?
Tammy: Yeah. Exactly.
Barbara: I like that. Should we take some time out to think about what we want to
emphasize? Start with bullet points and see if and where we overlap?
Below is a sampling of the statement the Translanguaging team wished to further
develop:
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-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Title Options:
WC Translanguaging Statement
WC Language Diversity Statement
We would like to preface that this translanguaging statement is a living document.
We will be continuously reevaluating this document in dialogue between our staff
members and revise according to the present needs of our multilingual students.
Acknowledgment of Our Space
The St. John’s University Writing Center recognizes its role and place in
expanding the definitions of academic language and would like to take this space
to declare its commitment to linguistic diversity and justice in the university, and
most importantly to its writers. We find this especially crucial as our writing
center sits on our campus in Queens, NY—one of the most linguistically diverse
counties in the world considering that hundreds of languages spoken throughout
the neighborhoods that surround us, and over 600 languages spoken throughout
the New York metropolitan area
We understand the university as a space of power whose mechanisms of
education and knowledge are used to sanction certain voices and literacies while
excluding others. We see the standardizing of certain languages and dialects as an
action. It is a choice to hold certain forms of language as superior, and a choice
that we would like to combat by bringing other dialects, forms, and range of
literacies into the fold.
Who Are We? To Whom Are We Accountable?
Since fifty percent of the St. John’s student population are commuters who come
from the metropolitan area, and five percent are international students, we
recognize that faculty often encounter students who are bilingual, multilingual,
translingual, or second language learners.
Our staff is made up of thirty-two undergraduate and four graduate consultants
who, between us, share a repertoire of more than a dozen languages and dialects.
Our consultants come from communities all around the world, bringing with
them a host of regional, cultural, academic, professional and civic literacies
(Kells). We find these to be essential in informing our writing center practices and
philosophies likewise to academic and professional literacies.
Moreover, our consultants come from different schools and specializations
bringing their communities of practice into every collaboration, i.e. through oneon one peer tutoring session and in our staff group initiatives. We are poets,
theorists, business owners, journalists, blog writers, published authors, artists,
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activists, community organizers, advocates, budding accountants, budding
paralegals, and more. We are a community of writers.
Because of the pervasive use and enforcement of prescriptive grammar rules in
student writing, many of the above literacies, which exist outside of standardized
English, are excluded from academic work. We recognize that the enforcement of
prescriptivist grammar is more often than not weaponized to enforce a
monoglossic ideology. These are tools of class and race supremacy that we’d like
to combat.
We approach all of our sessions with a writer-centered pedagogy, helping our
clients to navigate their own ideas. Our Writing Center is a space that is
constantly in flux, and we all engage in different practices that may mesh, or hold
tension with one another depending on students’ expectations. We are
accountable to our writers' needs above all else. We are not accountable to any
one specific curricular or pedagogical agenda. We seek to cultivate a borderless
space where the influx of writers and their writing and language needs are not
gatekept.
Our Commitments & Goals
The Writing Center's translingual group translanguaging initiative group focuses
on building a house for linguistic diversity amongst not only the consultants but
the University as a whole in terms of writing and writing assistance.
The St. John’s University Writing Center consultants inform the above practice
through deep, engaged conversations on how attitudes on language and race
intertwine with each other, and how we as a community may cultivate a more
equitable learning writing environment for people of all linguistic, racial, and
cultural backgrounds.
●
We will facilitate a space that does not tout Standardized English, or any
other standardized form of language, as the superior forms of writing and
communication.
●
We will never police the boundaries of our writing center, but instead,
welcome all languages, dialects, vernaculars, and literacies into our space.
●
We will facilitate a space where bilingual, multilingual, and translingual
students can allow their linguistic repertoires to be active without gatekeeping
●
We will work to expand the definition of “academic writing” and legitimize
all types of writing and languaging as “academic” within the university space.
●
We will always invite and support our writers to bring their concrete,
experiential knowledge and literacies into their coursework.
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●
We will always work towards creating a space that centers, encourages, and
includes the writer's agency and identity within their writing during our sessions.
●
We understand and acknowledge the many ways BIPOC are affected by
linguistic microaggressions and are consequently tagged as lacking with regards
to their linguistic repertoire in academic spaces.
●
We will always encourage learning and building practices that counteract
linguistic microaggressions.
Glossary of Terms/References
*Have this be the title for terms and hyperlinks to sources referenced.
Laura Gonzales glossary:
●
TRANSLANGUAGING: “If I identify as a speaker of Spanish and English,
for example, I do not have two separate containers to draw on when I interact with
a specific person. Instead, as psycholinguists and neuropsychologists have shown,
individuals have one linguistic repertoire or container that they use in all
interactions. As a person who identifies as a speaker of Spanish and English, I
make decisions about which utterances to use when talking with another
individual. Sometimes I use Spanish, sometimes I use English, and sometimes I
use both (what García and Li Wei might call ‘translanguaging’)” (17-8).
●
TRANSLANGUAGING EVENTS: “Stemming from the notion of literacy
events, Alvarez proposes ‘translanguaging events’ as an analytical unit for
examining how writers adapt ideas across languages and modes. Translanguaging
events, Alvarez explains, are ‘multilingual collaborative practices [of] shuttling
between languages while responding to texts situated in local contexts’ (329-30).
Examining translanguaging events through an ethnographic study (including
interviews, observations, and textual analyses of student work), Alvarez illustrates
how translanguaging pedagogies can be implemented into classrooms ‘by inviting
students to language broker, translate, paraphrase, and code-switch, reflexively
calling attention to language differences for discussion and analysis’ (337)” (278). "Translanguaging Tareas: Emergent Bilingual Youth as Language Brokers for
Homework in Immigrant Families" : https://www-jstororg.jerome.stjohns.edu/stable/24575544?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
●
TRANSLANGUAGING SPACES: “... ‘translanguaging spaces,’ [are] where
students are encouraged to enact the full potential of their linguistic repertoires to
make rhetorical arguments for various audiences. As defined by García and Li
Wei, translanguaging spaces ‘allow multilingual individuals to integrate social
practices (and thus ‘language codes’) that have been formerly practiced separately
in different places’ (508)” (18).
●
TRANSLATION MOMENTS: “We might draw a picture, pull up a map on
our phones, or use our bodies to point or gesture, working with another person to
87

negotiate meaning outside the limitations of a single named language (e.g.,
Spanish, English). I call these periods of communicative negotiation ‘translation
moments’—instances in time when individuals pause to make a rhetorical
decision about how to translate a word or phrase from one named language to
another (Gonzales and Zantjer). Translation moments do not reference the entire
process of translation. Instead, translation moments are those instances when we
pause to ask, Should I use this word or that word? What word or phrase would be
most appropriate in this context, for this audience? Should I use a word at all, or
would a picture be more useful? Signaled by a pause, translation moments are
instances of rhetorical action embedded in the process of language
transformation” (2).
●

TRANSLINGUAL/TRANSLINGUALISM:

○ “Translingualism rejects false binaries between ‘monolingual’ and
‘multilingual’ communication, arguing that all languages are constantly evolving
and in motion and therefore that all language acts are inherently what was
previously considered ‘multilingual’” (4).
○ “In rhetoric and composition, theories like translingualism support the fluid,
socially constructed notion of language established by sociolinguists (Li Wei;
Vigouroux and Mufwene; Canagarajah). Through a translingual framework,
languages are treated “‘as always emergent, in process (a state of becoming), and
their relations as mutually constitutive,’ rather than ‘as discrete, preexisting,
stable, and enumerable entities’” (Gonzales, “Multimodality,” quoting Lu and
Horner, “Translingual Literacy,” 587). (18).
●
TRANSLINGUAL ORIENTATION: A translingual orientation rejects the
idea of “monolingualism” and pushes for a shared understanding of all languaging
(García and Li Wei) practices as emergent and polyvocal. The practices include
the use of words across multiple language systems as well as the use of other
semiotic practices, all of which work together to produce meaning (4).
Translanguaging: “Translanguaging is the act performed by bilinguals of
accessing different linguistic features or various modes of what are described as
autonomous languages, in order to maximize communicative potential.” Ofelia
García (2009: 140)
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------One additional initiative was added after a conversation with one of our senior
consultants. This consultant requested a private meeting with me to speak into the feeling
of loss she was experiencing as we moved into an all-remote capacity. She spoke of the
importance of a practice we implemented at the beginning of my time with the writing
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center—welcoming students into our shared space and checking in to see and try to
understand how the student was showing up to writing at that moment. Together we
mentioned check-ins like introducing ourselves, asking about the weather, what they’re
coming from, how the rest of their day looks, complimenting an outfit, asking where they
prefer to sit, and what questions they have about the writing they’re bringing in today.
These were small ways of seeing the person and not just the writer. We began to reflect
on how at the end of the spring semester of the previous year, when we closed the
physical space of the writing center, a fear of the ease and quickness to consultations just
be about seeing the work and not the people began to arise. This last initiative group was
then formed and after much brainstorming titled: “Ethics of Care.”
The Ethics of Care Initiative group is another example of mutual collective efforts
to cultivate spaces for students to receive the support they need and deserve. At the start
of each semester, I select and upload new readings to Canvas for our consultants to read,
discuss and respond to in small mentor groups or in discussions. After reading Alexandria
Lockett’s “Why I Call it the Academic Ghetto: A Critical Examination of Race, Place,
and Writing Center”, the group and I began discussing what could happen when a writing
center is not viewed as fertile ground but as junkyard (Praxis: A Writing Center Journal •
Vol. 16, No. 2, 2019). Lockett states:
In the “academic ghetto,” linguistic and racial violence is happening everywhere.
There are costs to claiming marginalized languages and ethnic identities, or
“hoods”. It is not a “safe space,” as if any place marking failure could be (Boquet
469-470). It’s not a place for the weak, or the meek. It’s a place where you better
speak up to get what you need. It’s a place of occasional success-sometimes
people get out the hood. (22)
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This depiction of a writing center resonated with so many of our consultants who were
already fighting to be heard on our campus, consultants who themselves and with other
community members were struggling to find their place as writers. Within these
discussions, the Ethic of Care initiative found a means of addressing the lack of holistic
care often felt by students of color on campus and in traditional writing center spaces.
They decided to address the issue head on and invite community into conversation about
what they needed as people, not just writers, to not just survive but to thrive. The
overwhelming response was a place to just show up as you are. Although in draft form
here are the components, put forth by its eight student members, co-led by two Black,
female undergraduates:
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------EOC MISSION STATEMENT
An ongoing and evolving initiative that seeks to hold ourselves accountable as staff in
regard to the ever changing sociological sphere, connect with faculty to ensure holistic
approaches are being implemented, and provide a safe uncensored space in which
students of all colors can intentionally draw upon their unique experiences, dialects, and
identities as writers. Our tripartite model aims to bring multiple facets of the university
together under sociological accountability.
Three Aspects of EOC...
Staff (Internal Conversations)
Faculty (Outreach & Support)
Students (Write-In Color)
WRITE-IN COLOR MISSION STATEMENT DRAFT
Write In-Color is a virtual safe space within the St. John’s University Writing Center.
This space is specifically meant to explore the types of languages, dialects, vernaculars,
and writings that are historically marginalized or stifled by traditional academic standards
of the classroom and curriculum. We strive to foster a sense of community and use all of
our racial and ethnic identities to build a home in which we all have the opportunity to
freely express ourselves. Additionally, we seek to provide students with megaphones to
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contribute to the evolution of the writing curriculum at St. John’s University in a way that
is accepting of each person's personhood.
While in this space, we ask that everyone respect each other, be mindful of the words
they speak, enter with an open mind, and adopt a willingness to expand their worldview.
We will not tolerate discrimination of any kind regarding race, gender, disability, sexual
identity, or religious beliefs. We also ask that you be conscious of your privilege and
positionality; be okay with being on the outside and not the expert. There will be no
talking over people when they are speaking on their experiences that aren’t similar to
yours. Disagreeing with someone is not an excuse to be disrespectful. We want everyone
to feel safe engaging in open discussions. This space is for you, this space is for us.
To write-in color is to write as you.
WRITE-IN COLOR MISSION STATEMENT
Write In-color is a virtual safe space within the St. John’s University Writing Center. We
will be discussing different genres of writing once a month. While in this space, we ask
that everyone respect each other, be mindful of the words they speak, enter with an open
mind, and adopt a willingness to expand their world view. We will not tolerate
discrimination of any kind in regard to race, gender, sexual identity, or religious beliefs.
**check your privilege, check your positionality and don’t talk over people when they are
speaking on their experiences that aren’t yours, be okay with being on the outside and not
being the expert. Even disagreeing with someone is not an excuse to be disrespectful.
Our goal is to foster a sense of community and use all of our racial and ethnic identities
to build a home in which we can all experience the liberty of freely expressing ourselves.
We want everyone to feel safe engaging in open discussions. This space is for you, this
space is for us.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------In addition to these statements, the students also curated promotional materials by
way of posters, Instagram posts and tweets intentionally displaying images celebrating
diversity to advertise the Write-In Color Events. Figure 3 represents just a few examples:
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Fig. 3: Advertisements of The Ethics of Care Events, Instagram, 2020-2021.

The students also curated a list of professors and organizations around campus to
connect with, those vouched by fellow students as being allies to the missions and focus
of the collective. These committee members wrote emails, sent DMs, held Zoom
meetings, and did general outreach with the members of these external individuals and
groups. They charted not only their communication after every meet-up/meeting but also
designed a timeline of action, dates by which they hoped to achieve the various goals of
the collective. These timelines, along with the hours of transcribed meeting agendas,
show the true trajectory, vision, goals and work of this amazing group of students.
Through a mutual respect for the expression of one another’s time and labor, these
members curated, cultivated and began the steps to sustaining an initiative that will
extend far beyond their reach. Their embrace of mutuality means their generosity,
foresight and engagement has generated a pathway forward for all future members who
enter the space of this university writing center.
The Ethics of Care also hosted a weekly series via Instagram using the
#WisdomWednesdays hashtag as a way of incorporating more color into the Writing
Center Instagram page while simultaneously continuing to show our support for
marginalized groups. Every week, the Ethics of Care Committee spoke with each other
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about different BIPOC in the literary world to feature on the page. After collectively
deciding on who to feature, they created a post and shared it on our Writing Center
Instagram page. Instead of posting one generic quote or photo for the entire semester,
they posted a variety of quotes every Wednesday that aligned with the social and political
climate at that specific time. Both members of the committee and members of the larger
staff were invited to thoughtfully create captions and select different literary figures to
highlight. Although a staff member may not have been a part of the Ethics of Care
Committee, they still got a chance to engage in similar work that the committee did every
week. Interacting with different staff members about their favorite authors caused
meaningful conversations to erupt. In small groups, they began to discuss the different
authors we posted on our Instagram page. The discussions grew and branched out to
topics about race, class, gender, representation, and true solidarity. A simple post on
Instagram created important conversations between co-workers and solidified their
positions as an accomplice. It also provided representation to those that rarely see
themselves in high places. As indicated in an end of the year text message exchange, “If
one post can create such a shift, imagine what centers would look like if we took this idea
further and out of the virtual realm” (Eve, 5.3.21).
My purpose in highlighting the efforts and work of these two collectives, the
Translanguaging and the Ethics of Care groups, is to show how they were formed,
informed and in conversation and collaboration with one another. Ground rules, rules
establishing inclusion and celebration of all voices, were set. Members often attended one
another’s Zoom meetings, the similarities in goals were expressed and discussed at larger,
whole staff meetings, knowledge from readings and conversations outside the groups
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were brought back to the group. The expression of the collective dialogic literacies of the
members of these two groups resulted in a writing center staff that felt connected and
empowered as they approached work that was meaningful to them and those closest to
them, their fellow students. And yet it also allowed space for different members to
contribute in different ways, ways which celebrated various approaches, literacies,
knowledge and passions. Together they attempt to transform a world where “race and
racism are discussed, described, displayed, performed, and filmed” by creating various
“educational appartatus[es] and heuristic that aims for broad knowledge about race and
racism emerge and function in their various guises and conditions.” (Lacy & Ono, 3)
Through dialogue held with mutual respect at its core, these consultants created space for
a multitude of possibilities—a clear path forward for themselves and future consultants.
Together they labor and approach one another with sincerity, with shared ambition and
with a common goal to create and support a community of engaged citizens.

Daily Interactions and Interventions in the Writing Center: Racial Literacy
Revisited
Possessing racial literacy helps build coalitions in schools/higher education,
reduces prejudice and racial bias, and impacts the teaching and learning process in ways
that serve all students. If racism is grounded in dehumanization, then we must engage in
critical conversations or dialogue to become better equipped in resisting the practices that
disproportionately impact students of color. It is through the development of racial and
cultural literacies that we may interrogate whether acts of social justice are in fact
transformative, or if they are simply reproducing the social, political, economic and racial
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problems they claim to be addressing. Hearing the stories of the ones we are inviting into
spaces...be that a classroom or the writing center space...is not only a tool for healing but
an opportunity for deep listening and learning. This deep listening then hopefully
prevents us from replicating the similar offense committed upon us. It is through the
telling of ourselves, where we know from, where we live, who we appreciate, what we
are seeking, that humanizes us. However, the telling needs to be accompanied by
engagement. We must not only listen but be willing to sit in unfamiliar territories and
even be willing to sit in discomfort.
This can be and often is heavy, emotionally intense work. That heaviness must be
accounted for by all those involved and especially for those holding administrative
power. It can be painful for some students of color, if not treated sensitively, to hear as
others process their knowledge (or lack thereof), complicity and involvement in
oppression and potential saviorism. Likewise, it can be painful for white students to
probe their positions of privilege. Regardless, the work of having these difficult
conversations is important. They may be messy but they should not be avoided.
An example of doing this work was exhibited this past year within a group chat
between four undergraduate writing center consultants. Aside from being on staff an
entire year together, these consultants had just spent a significant amount of time reading,
thinking and writing together for an upcoming conference paper proposal. At the end of a
meeting, Sarah, a South Asian consultant, mentioned her fear of being attacked with acid
after seeing the vicious attacks on fellow South Asians in and around Long Island, NY.
The two white consultants said nothing in response but instead moved forward to a new,
unrelated topic. The fourth consultant, Rachael, a Black woman, raised issue with the two
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white consultants’ lack of empathy, unwillingness to sit with discomfort, and privilege of
being able to move on in conversation and life.
Rachael also alerted me to the situation by saying expressing her disgust
considering this group had just finished creating a proposal that speaks into ways to
counter racism, advocate for marginalized student writers, and cultivate an environment
of bravery. She noted this often happens in classroom spaces as well. As she notes, “it
makes me so upset that these people we’ve been working with, who claim they
understand white supremacy and places people of color have in this world and how ‘free
writing is a tool to help dismantle that’ but don’t have the decency to acknowledge how
fearful [name of consultant] feels? They literally changed the subject a day afterwards.”
She and I spoke about actions to take, who would take them, how the necessary
intervention should happen and what the conversation should highlight. Within that
conversation, we navigated our own positionalities to determine who was best slated to
do the various components of calling out, and we even made note of the emotional labor
involved to call in. She and I realized that what we would be asking these consultants to
do was build their racial and cultural literacy. Challenge their minds and hearts but also
educate them by disseminated knowledge that could help promote equity. (Detra PrinceDennis and Yolanda Sealey Ruiz). We agreed to call out white silence but to first reach
out to the consultant who was experiencing both fear and a lack of support from her
group members.
Rachael, the consultant who brought this to my attention, asked what I would say
to them in response in such situations, and I had to think about that with the knowledge
that these decisions needed to be made in real time. I knew I had to act now. I typed out
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the words I would speak to the two white consultants and sent it to her via a GroupMe
direct message: “To begin with, I’d ask these white consultants to pay attention to their
closest community, their fellow consultants. Reminding them, before they move on, to
revisit the ways they are or aren’t showing up for consultants or color on our staff. Ask
them to spend time reflecting, considering and acting accordingly.” I sought her approval
because I respected her opinion, her work, her being. She replied “I love that! [clapping
hands emoji] I’m so glad I shared this with you.” I told her I am still learning and I
appreciate her trusting me with this.
As the day went on, I kept thinking about the importance of not denying,
negating, silencing or washing over people’s feelings—to instead listen, stop trying to
avoid difficult conversation and/or conflict. I worried that this was just one case
presented but there could be more, ones not brought to my attention. This prompted me to
go beyond addressing the individual consultants and to speak to the staff as a whole at
our next meeting. Here is what I drafted and then spoke to them:
I want to remind us that some of the most important work—if not THE most
important work we do here is between us. Consultant to consultant. Staff member
to staff member. Some god-awful racist shit has been happening in this country
lately. We are not ok. For many, this has been a shit year and a half. We need to
remind ourselves to show up for one another and sometimes that means calling
out folks and sometimes that means calling in folks. Reminder: it takes emotional
labor and readiness to call in and it’s not work expected of just our consultants of
color. Recognize your privilege. Recognize when others need your empathy.
Recognize when it is better to stumble over your words then remain silent. Be
there for one another…even if it is uncomfortable. To my fellow white peoplediscomfort is NOT a bad thing—it means you are open to learning. We are all
learning. Feel uncomfortable more often- that’s the beginning of becoming more
of an accomplice than just an ally (Green).
There is hardly ever a *right* time to do the work. All too often people avoid
conversations because they’re waiting for the *right* or *perfect* timing to talk
about issues and offenses which needed to be spoken about yesterday. You must
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always do the work but it is good to check in with yourself, and through
observations, the recipient before doing so. Read body language. Checking in
often means being aware and asking yourself key questions: are you responding
or reacting? Are you physiologically capable at this moment to address the
offense? Is the other person mentally and emotionally available? Are you calm
enough to proceed, meaning can you respond rather than attack?
I hope this work and this space continues to give you a place to think, write and
voice…maybe even some respite from this horribleness of this world. I hope
through collaboration and dialogue with fellow writers, both within and beyond
our staff, you learned to keep learning…and why that matters perhaps now more
than ever.

A few days later, the staff approached me to share this quote: “to suggest the chief
mission of a writing center is to deliver tutoring in writing is akin to suggesting that the
chief mission of General Motors is to produce assembly lines (18). When we consider
seriously the distinctions between means and end, we can discern that at the heart of
meaningful writing center administration lies not efficiency, marketing and recordkeeping […], but the leaderful, learningful stewardship of a dynamic learning and writing
culture and community” (14). Everyday Writing Center: Community of Practice. (Geller,
Eodice, Condon, Carroll, Boquet). That week, the staff took a vote to have it added to our
“Welcome Page” on our UWC Consultant Development Canvas account as a guiding
principle. It is now the very first thing one sees when one logs on to complete your
training and continuing education modules, post to discussion boards, and access all
supplemental information such as CFPs, upcoming conference information and other
resources.
From this, we learned firsthand to speak up when witnessing a microaggression.
Too often our culture waits for things to escalate, for the unthinkable to happen, before
someone’s personhood, being, humanity is acknowledged. At times, I often wonder what
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it actually takes before some truly racist people can see a person’s life as worthy of
defending. Frantz Fanon writes “We revolt simply because, for many reasons, we can no
longer breathe.” (The Wretched of the Earth, 165) This formulation of words is incredibly
powerful. Resistance does not stem from a wish to be adverse but instead a wish to be
seen, respected, valued.
The Writing Center Collective at St. John’s University encourages and supports
all writers who strive to use writing to sustain diverse academic, cultural, civic, and
professional communities across and beyond the university. Within my study of this
group, I demonstrated how a cross-campus/cross-discipline writing support program has
the promising prospect to engage the responsibility of and opportunity for direct action
on behalf of the writers with marginalized bodies. With this mission in mind, I spoke of
the developing strategies based in the “students as partners” philosophy- a philosophy I
first became familiar with as Assistant Director of Writing Across Communities and one
which foregrounds the lived experiences (meaning-makings) of individuals whilst being
conscious of the power dynamic at play in the normative hierarchy of institutional spaces
within higher education (Bovill, Cook-Sather, Felten).
I invite readers to reflect upon the design, implementation and efficacy of their
own writing center practices as they seek to [re]define the hiring experience as an
opportunity which may allow for equity—a place where students may be given the
freedom to experience or experiment with their forms of rhetorical agency in meaningful
ways. This “students as partners” philosophy strives to subvert normative hierarchy and
create a space for intervention that disrupts the hegemonic forces of the institution of
higher education.
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With attention to quotidian acts of diversity in linguistic and cultural
backgrounds, this chapter shows a collective may have the potential to become a deeply
transformative in its reach across and beyond the university. While I maintain in this
chapter that the work must initially be taken up by those closest to the center, by the
consultant-advocate-fighters, it also argues for that work to then permeate the other roles
and responsibilities within other writing programs, to the greater university and
ultimately to the community at large. In the next chapter, I examine the ways this work
can be taken up by a more literary-based field of scholars but also within unison and
collaboration with students.
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Chapter 4: Teaching and Researching as Radical Praxis: A Qualitative Study of the
Activist Rhetoric Used and Promoted by the Scholars of the #Bigger6Romantix
Writing Community

“They don’t see Black women…they don’t see me.”
-Natalie Byfield1
“I don’t really believe in canons, which reinforce existing hierarchies. But I do like
thinking about assemblages of texts suited for specific intellectual questions”
- William Orchard2
“Romanticism, in its present, institutional form, is thoroughly incompatible with antiracism.”
-Manu Samriti Chander3
According to National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) data, 79% of
faculty members are white. They also comprise the majority of full professors, endowed
chairs, college and university presidents and trustees. This is unsurprising longstanding
and commonplace but, more importantly, it is unacceptable. The erasure of people of
color in citation practices, within tenure and promotion practices and publication
opportunities only adds to the ways racism is reproduced. The corrective and measured
responses include hiring and citing Black, indigenous, people of color until reparations
are paid for their intentional and systematic denial of a place in academia.
As Harper and Patton stated in their 2007 Urban Education article, it is possible
for students to “graduate from college without critically reflecting on their racist views,
never having engaged in meaningful conversations about race, and using racially
offensive language unknowingly (2). It becomes vital then to push students to examine

1

“Re-imagining the University through the Lens of Critical Race and Ethnic Studies”, a university-wide
forum sponsored by the Office of the Provost and the Critical Race and Ethic Studies (CRES) Institute
2
Twitter, June 2021
3
Interview, Seattle Hilton 2020
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their biases and attitudes so that they don’t end of perpetuating inequities. As we saw in
the last chapter, it takes the act of a collective, assessing and weighing, determining who
best can address any given task in order for there to be significant interventions and
changes. A collective respect for the process of doing this work, and to do it repeatedly,
is what will expand mutual respect for those who enact and transform social justice
seeking pedagogies. By focusing on an ethics of collaboration, we can examine the depth
at which we “honor” that commitment or if we are merely giving lip-service to the
concepts of equity, inclusion and social justice. The work which lies with, among and
between actual people in a collective is that work which will produce initiatives,
initiatives which speak the goals that community wishes to see not only implemented but
supported.

How and Why the Bigger6Romantix Collective was Formed
The Bigger6Romantix collective was created in 2017 to invite scholars into
proposing the changes necessary to disrupt the present norms of exclusion and structural
racism. The call of the Bigger6Romantix collective to engage with Critical Race Theory
does more than act as an epistemological lens for studying and transforming its field.
While Sealey-Ruiz asks scholars to reflect on racial literacy practices, the
Bigger6Romantix collective invites conversation around the ways by which we may
transform higher education without forgetting to do so is part of a larger social agenda.
The members of this collective are aware that higher education cannot and should not be
the only means by which racism and white supremacy in particular are dismantled.
Instead, they act in ways which ask all learning spaces to re-envision the space of higher
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education but by always remembering to educate is not enough. We must also prepare
one another to take up the work, to disrupt racism and other systemic form of oppression
within and beyond their environments.
The collective was formed through a combination of organized efforts among the
co-founding members and organic pooling and gathering of interest and energy using
Twitter and other sites of intellectual and activist exchange. The phrase “Bigger 6” began
as a hashtag (#Bigger6), a way of marking work by and about historically marginalized
people, those excluded from the Romantic canon and those excluded from the field of
Romanticism. Meeting in digital spaces allows for the initiation of dialogue that may not
have been possible in real life due to time, travel and funding constraints. Within these
digital spaces and beyond, the collective asks others to look beyond the works and
influence of the six major poets of the field: William Blake, William Wordsworth,
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Percy Bysshe Shelley, Lord Byron and John Keats. “Marking”
in the sense of making visible, calling attention to—the irony here is that many of those
denied a seat at the proverbial table are “marked” in other ways, scrutinized because of
their difference while systemically overlooked. “Bigger 6” was coined, then, to mark and
to gather, to bring together disparate figures at the edges of a field founded, like all fields,
on exclusion. It was coined to collect new literary figures and to work together in a
collective writing community. The academy has its own conventions of “marking,”
which render certain kinds of knowledge, and certain kinds of people, more legible than
others as sites of meaning and intellect. A site like Twitter, its capacity for messiness as
well as assemblage, poses its own risks and frustrations but it also proven fruitful for this
kind of mobilization, which requires a praxis that is equal parts unmaking and remaking.
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The hashtag is a particular kind of mark that remarks (on) something requiring attention
in a way that doesn’t prescribe—that calls in a wave of collective thinking as a step
toward a collective action.
As noted in the September 6, 2018 workshop titled “How We Resist: Activist
Methods for the Study of Romanticism (and beyond)” at the University of Colorado,
Boulder, there has been a “recent rise in efforts to expand and challenge the ways
scholars study and engage with eighteenth-nineteenth century literature.” It has a basis in
the movements such as the V21 Collective, the #Bigger6 Collective and the first NASSR
Race and Empire Caucus. These efforts have been brought to life by demands to engage
in more public-facing, activist-focused and diverse scholarly work. In Manu Samriti
Chander’s words, it is a call to “address the collective rather than just a coterie of our
friends”—to resist urbane canonical comfort. The same can be said of the Writing Center
Collective.
The collective acknowledges the beauty in the multiplicity of viewpoints and
beauty in the wake of falsifying the one-true, straight narrative of a specific historical or
literary period. A coterie: a small group of people with shared interests or tastes,
especially one that is exclusive of other people is self-preserving, limiting and
detrimental in the reaches of its exclusivity and exclusion of marginalized voices.
Coteries silence.
The collective has eight co-founding members: Manu Samriti Chander, Rutgers
University: Newark; Nikki Hessell, Victoria University of Wellington, Te Herenga
Waka; Deanna Koretsky, Spelman College; Tricia Matthew, Montclair State University;
Matt Sandler, Columbia University; Eugenia Zuroski, McMaster University; Rebecca

104

Schneider, Fort Lewis College and myself. At its current state, the #Bigger6Romantix
collective Twitter account has 2,837 followers and collaborates with hundreds of
supporters from within and beyond the field of Romanticism. Some of these supporters
include scholars represented by @MedievalistsofColor, @RaceB4Race and the #BIPOC,
#ShakeRace, #LitPOC, #POC, #VicPOC hashtags, the Early Caribbean Society, and
others.

The Bigger6Romantix Mission Statement
The mission statement of the Bigger6Romantix collective was collaboratively
authored by the co-founding members and released on their webpage,
https://bigger6romantix.squarespace.com, in 2019:
The Bigger 6 Collective was formed in 2017 to challenge structural racism in the
academic study of Romanticism. We are literary and cultural critics whose
commitment to antiracist and anticolonial politics grounds our study of the global
18th and 19th centuries and their long (after)lives. We endeavor to effect
structural changes in our discipline and institutions by promoting scholarly and
creative work by historically marginalized people, those excluded from the
Romantic canon, and those excluded from the field of Romanticism. In so doing,
we unsettle Romanticism, build from it rather than within it, and establish lines of
radical inquiry that lead, we hope, to politically urgent thought and insurgent
actions.
Members of Bigger6 work collectively: they write collaboratively and often with or in
support of newer voices; they speak into both the support and contentions they face when
presenting papers at regional/national conferences or submitting manuscripts to
university presses.
They do not hide the emotional, physical and mental labor of attempting to
expand a subfield of literature and criticism that has been narrowly focused for too long.
They remain always aware of who they are accountable to. Much like the Writing Center
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Collective, together they labor and approach one another with sincerity, with shared
ambition and with a common goal can create and support a community of engaged
citizens. As a group they face outward, shoulder-to-shoulder, in solidarity. This, paired
with their awareness of how to use their privileges, positionalities and power to lift up
marginalized voices, is not only refreshing for many earlier career scholars or graduate
students to see, but also vital to the future of learning. As a collective, they use their work
within institutional spaces to work on institutional spaces. Eugenia Zuroski and I cowrote our responses to the work of the Bigger6Romantix collective in “Q&A with
#Bigger6 co-founders Tina Iemma and Eugenia Zuroski, an interview blog piece
sponsored by the Keats-Shelley Association of America. Gena states:
Bigger 6 isn’t about either saving or scrapping a field so much as it is about
committing to training ourselves in arts of epistemological and political
transformation through dedicated knowledge practices. It’s about recognizing that
academic work in general, if it is going to contribute to decolonization
movements, has to take responsibility for cultivating that sharpness and
nimbleness of thought that allows people to think at the edge of what is possible,
that allows people to think non-violently with others, and that allows people to
approach the future with hope rather than fear.
The call to push one’s definition of fields, parameters, margins and definitions is what
aligns this group with theories of collectives and literacies. By adopting and fighting for a
more inclusive way of inviting scholars into dialogue, the members of the collective call
for a more socially just envisioning of the humanities…a call which goes beyond a
simple statement about the field of Romanticism. One that does not attempt to save
Romanticism but instead one that looks outward to ask who has for too long been
ignored, or passed over or the recipients of erasure. The work which lies with, among and
between actual people in a collective is that work which will produce initiatives,
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initiatives which speak the goals that community wishes to see not only implemented but
supported.
My exposure to the scholars of #Bigger6Romantix via Twitter has allowed me to
collaborate with them at conferences, within my classroom, for publications and within
the research I am conducting for this dissertation. My presence on Twitter made me a
known graduate student to Deanna Koretsky, Manu Samriti Chander and Matt Sandler,
panelists at a “Race and Romanticism” session at MLA2018 in NYC. I asked several
questions during the Q and A and this led to Manu reaching out to me a few weeks later
to see if I wanted to join a “Race and Romanticism” reading and writing group alongside
him, Matt Sandler and Tricia Matthew. For just over a year, we met monthly on the
Columba University campus. We read each other’s words; we talked through anger and
frustration; we ate wonderful meals and truly cared for one another. Additionally, my
first publication was achieved when I was invited and contributed to the creation of
“Coda: From Coteries to Collectives.” The Bigger Six Collective. Symbiosis:
Transatlantic Literary & Cultural Relations, 23.1
The sense of community cultivated within and beyond the digital space has led to
my decision to dedicate this chapter of my dissertation to the practices and philosophies
of the emerging writing community that comprise the #Bigger6Romantix collective. My
goal is to look at the way these mentors and students write together, create meaning
through their writing and approach the long-established organizations (such as but not
limited to the Keats-Shelley Association of America, Keats Foundation, NASSR, ICR,
The Byron Society) comprising the field of Romanticism. This includes the both the
support and contentions they face when presenting papers at regional/national
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conferences, the support/scrutiny they receive from university presses, the emotional,
physical and mental labor of attempting to expand a field of literature and criticism which
has been narrowly focused for too long. This is also where it is important to note how we
are likely to be met with resistance. For all the potential rewards, there are risks. This
work can be exhausting and even more so in the face of overt racism. Having the strength
of the collective, the outlet of Twitter at your fingertips, helps sustain the energy needed
to do the work—to move words to action—to make social justice actionable. It is
necessary to experience discomfort but it is more important to recognize where we need
to be called out or in, where we need to listen and learn.
As I turn to the qualitative element of this chapter, I want to conjure the metaphor
of shining a light and leave you with these questions: Who gets to hold the light? Who or
what is the light for? How may we keep the light going? What in our own lives needs
more light so we may confront it? what needs illuminating in your life in order for you to
grow? What crevasses have been left in the dark for too long? What are the risks we/you
need to take?
Interviews with Bigger6Romantix Co-Founders and Supporters:
Methodology, Research Participants, Data Collection, and Coding
As a co-founding member and a PhD candidate, I have dedicated much of my
time researching the various academic, civic, cultural and professional sites of the
collective members through interviews, field observations, analysis of sample classroom
syllabi, and other qualitative measures. I have used both language-based and visual data
collected from my interactions at conferences, my participation in a race and romanticism
reading and writing group held in New York City between the winter of 2018 and the

108

winter of 2019, my co-leading of workshops on anti-racist pedagogy for various
organizations supportive of the Bigger6, and my everyday conversations with those
within, alongside and affiliated (however loosely) to the scholars taking up this work.
In addition to these exchanges, I conducted a series of interviews over the course
of two years and use two types of coding to share my findings: process coding: a word or
phrase that captures a transaction and in vivo coding: patterns in a participant’s
conversation/own words. These types of coding strategies foreground participants’
understanding of their own experience and support my concern for all those who agreed
to participate to be able to speak from their own lived experiences while maintaining
some say in the shaping of my research process.
The research participants for this project were chosen based upon:


their level of involvement navigating social justice issues in connection and
beyond the scope of the Bigger6Romantix collective.



the type, frequency and level of involvement one has within organizations which
strive to secure equal rights, included but were not limited to organizations which
advocating for the rights of immigrants, students of color, the LGBTQ
community, women, and other underserved and/or marginalized people.



their self-defined age, gender, class, race and academic position and privileges so
as to supply the study with a varying degree of representation within the
university setting. This was intentional on my part so as to examine the various
intersections of these factors upon the participant’s engagement with the public.
Of the twenty-two research participants identified, sixteen accepted. Fourteen

participants sat for interviews and a total of 1,086 minutes of tape. Some of these
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research participants were folks I knew from attending conferences, others were
suggested to me by those I knew from conferences and others were folks who reached out
to me upon hearing about the research I was doing about collective dialogic literacies.
Word of mouth regarding the scope and depth of my project spread through and beyond
the initial Bigger6Romantix collective and I was left with more volunteers than I could
ever imagine. These interviews took place in a variety of locales, including but not
limited to cab rides to conference sites, busy cafés, hotel lobbies, and, when the
COVID19 pandemic took hold of our world, Zoom and FaceTime.
For the sake of brevity and cohesion, I will only be writing into and discussing
results yielded from interviews from a handful of research participants. My experience
interviewing resembled a similar condition as one experienced by Rebecca Lorimer
Leonard when putting together Writing on the Move: Migrant Women and the Value of
Literacy. As she notes, “there were many moments of meta-awareness, moments where
research participants paused to reflect on what the interview was doing for them as well
as me.[…] No method could transparently replicate the participants’ experiences without
interpretation.” (25-26). My goal then is to embrace the fluidity of process so as to
capture “literacy’s uneven movement across sites, languages and communities” (Leonard,
27).
The chart below reveals the five research participants using their own selfidentifiers and speakings into their work/profession and location. Pseudonyms were
selected for each participant to protect all and maintain the anonymity of all participants.
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Participant (Pseudonyms)

Self-Identifiers

Work/Location

Maggie

Black woman; Cis; Ablebodied

Holling

Black male; Immigrant;

Shelly
Joel

Complicated; Immigrant;
Cisgender Heterosexual
Woman
Male; New Yorker

Writer; Advocate for young
Black women; Tenured
professor/ Northeast region
of the US
Former Graduate Student;
Assistant Professor ;
Northeast region of the US
Professor at an HBCU;
Southeast region of the US

Ruth Anne

White; Female

Chris

Asian American; Male;
Queer

Table 2: Chart of Bigger6Romantix Collective Research Participants

College Administrator;
Northeast region of the US
Newly tenured professor;
non-US institution
Graduate student; West
coast of the US

Each participant received a recruitment email that supplied them with a synopsis
of my dissertation project, a request for them to participate, and the amount of time this
commitment would demand of them. If they agreed to be interviewed, a follow up email
was sent asking for preferences of platform (Zoom, in-person meeting, FaceTime or
phone call), as well as a consent form, a survey questionnaire and a list of potential
interview questions. They were invited to look over and/or write into the survey and the
interview questions in advance of our physical or virtual interview. These options were
given due to distance, the emergence of a COVID lockdown and accessibility.
Every interview was audio recorded using the Voice Memo app on my iPhone.
Only one interview required an additional recording, an external voice recorder, because
of the busyness and noise level of the café it was held. I took handwritten notes during
each conversation and wrote additional notes after each interview. Audio recorded
interviews range from 45 minutes to 138 minutes comfortability and availability.
Disruptions varied for in the background there were often city sounds, children
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playing/roaming, partners looming, pets vying for attention, and general pandemic-ness
and racial violence happening out our windows. All interviews were transcribed using
Rev.com’s transcription service. I reviewed the transcripts received from the service for
accuracy and made additions based off the original voice recordings in any place the
phrase [inaudible] was used. After speaking to my dissertation advisor about
ethnographic coding procedures, I decided to print out all the interview transcripts in
order to code by hand. I was looking for the following themes and codes: communities,
institutions, identities and Romanticism as an academic field. However, I had to dig
deeper and look into how they all spoke into, against and beyond normative definitions of
these terms. I quickly realized it was more important for me to prioritize their own words
above my own coding. Despite using my ethnographically trained brain to capture our
conversations and make choices as to what parts of the transcribed interviews to share
and not to share, their words had to come first, their delivery and resonance second if not
a product. I also realized the voices of those pushed farthest from the center and
repeatedly and consistently battered and threatened were the ones I needed to foreground.
The mental, and often physical, pushing out that happened to some of these research
participants was the direct result of racism. My goal then was to give them space to tell
their side.
When asked which communities do you advocate for, even though one may or
may not be represented within them, the majority of participants spoke of advocating for
young, Black scholars. Some mentioned young, Black women scholars in particular.
Most interestingly, all expanded their answer without prompting to reflect on how they
consider themselves doing this work. Each spoke about “trying” to do the work, as if they
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were acknowledging that there is attempt, risk and reception to consider when acting on
behalf or advocating for others. This willingness to be self-reflective in the process is
indicative of how these individuals consider the people connected to the actions. They do
not simply address policy, create syllabi or teach classes without considering the faces,
voices and minds of both who they are representing and who they are presenting to.

Maggie
As one interviewee reflected upon her own positionality as an academic, she
began to reflect on the institutional challenges she hopes to cultivate: “I think I have
radical tendencies but pretty moderate practices.” Maggie is known in her field to be one
of the most generous, intelligent and hard-hitting scholars when facing racism. She went
on to reiterate how her thinking and calling to action often doesn’t match what she
actually does. This was very telling, and comforting to me, as someone who has not been
blessed with the ability to hold their tongue when prejudice and racist behavior present
themselves. In earlier conversations, Maggie spoke of her earlier days growing up as a
Black female in the southern part of the US. She recalled not having the permission of
her father, and therefore the inability to protest. As she noted, “my body was not a body
that could actively, physically protest without assumption of violence being acted upon
it.” There was more than just a threat of violence looming, there was a strong, visceral
fear. Activism then was moved to learning, reading books, staying in school and focusing
almost solely on these ways of moving forward.
Maggie recalls where she is now compared to how she grew up. As she speaks the
following words with that unique power of in-real-time introspection:
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So, yeah. I mean I remember being in graduate school, I started getting some
invitations, not a ton, people who knew me, they wanted me to join the faculty as
a visiting assistant or such and such. It would've meant going from making
$11,000 a year to $30,000 or $40,000, which was more money than I had ever
made, and my father telling me, "No, don't do that." Just counseling me. "I know
it seems like a lot of money." Laid it out. "Do it, and then when you have the
PhD," and the luxury of being able to stay in school, it is a class luxury. I had
student loans out the wazoo that I'll pay off forever, but that's not the same thing.
Then the pandemic. My friends and I, my intimate circle, we're all keenly aware
that we have saved money. We have paid off bills. We could live, I was very
conscious of not saying things on social media, particular Twitter because it's
such a weird, and gender is all kinds of weird entitlement and other people, but
before it was terrifying and unending, and it was this ... restless race to get the
things I needed. I was keenly aware that it was access, not money. It was having
the time slot for delivery. I accidentally five pounds of garlic, and partly the
reason I accidentally five pounds of peeled garlic is because I wasn't paying
attention to price because I didn't have to. So, it's that kind of thing. I'm really
aware of that, that class privilege.
Maggie and I continue to speak about our parents, namely our fathers, and not
having money growing up. At this moment, we both realized our fortune in having
parents, and parents who were not only active in our upbringing but ones who often
spoke the importance of knowing how and where what we did have in life came from. At
this precise time in the interview, I began to wonder how much of a privilege it was to
have these growing up but also how those experiences differed from Maggie’s. Even as a
young white girl growing up in Queens, NY, I knew to live where we live, in a thriving,
densely populated, diverse and richly resourced county, was vastly different from say my
cousins growing up in the rural outskirts of Charlotte, North Carolina. My understanding
of wealth was not theirs and was certainly not Maggie’s.
Yeah. He and my mother grew up super, super, super poor, but not American
poor. That's a different kind of poverty, but my dad, his family owned property in
Harlem for a time, so he grew up middle class, maybe even upper middle class.
We never talked about it, which tells you what the class thing is because we don't
really talk about it, so yeah. So in his mind, money is a thing that's supposed to
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work for you. It buys you time. Yeah, he's always been very good at helping me
make judicious choices and to think long-term. He didn't want me to do any work.
I was not directing anything. I was a graduate student until the end. I maybe
taught class in the summers and the summer I was finishing my dissertation, my
parents were like, ‘Don't work. Just finish the dissertation.’
The conversation then lead to passions, privileges and positionalities, specifically
how other perceive these and respond to them. After a pause, Maggie began:
I'm a Black woman who people probably imagine, so in and across and beyond
the normative definition, I'm not the married white male. I know that I'm tenured,
and I think it's not the norm, right? It's the ideal, but not the norm. Yeah, and
maybe I'm thinking about it in terms of authority.
I tell my students sometimes when I feel them getting really anxious about me as
a Black woman in the classroom that I understand that when I talk about race and
white supremacy, I hardly ever use the phrase "white supremacy" but when I talk
about race and racism or gender, I understand that I have these dual positions. I
think this is how you mean it, that out in the world, I'm a Black woman. I'm as
likely to be profiled when I go shopping. I don't want to get pulled over by the
cops, all of the things that come with that. But in the classroom, I have this power
because I have the syllabus and the grade book, even at the same time that I'm
treated less generously than my white peers, my students are more likely to call
me "Misses," I still have a particular kind of power.
I think that has shifted for me across the academy depending on how people see
the work that I do. That has changed this year, I think, but prior to this year, I feel
like there were definitely people who didn't see me. I was not legible as a
specialist in 19th century, like I just ... You know. Yeah, and that's changed in the
past couple of years. I think it changed with the Atlantic essay. Now, I think
people sort of see that I do three things and I'm an expert in all three of them, and
that wasn't the case. Then beyond the academy or academia, I think that I'm still
perceived as early career and people are still surprised and skeptical that I have a
PhD, or when they find out. I don't know if everybody else experiences this or if
the way I experience it is different, there's always this need for people to indicate
to me, "Oh, you're an expert. How wonderful!" There's almost always a need to
say, "Oh, I know what you do," like, "I understand exactly what you do."
I'm just like, "I don't care. Fuck you," and I was thinking about that because this
father of the woman who's subletting this my apartment. There's always this, "Oh,
you do X, so it must be Y." When I was younger, I tried to explain it, and then I
got very self-conscious about it. My mother tells a story of me picking her up at
the hospital years and years ago and acting goofy to make her laugh, and she said
to the attendant, "Can you believe that that's a university professor right there?",
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and he laughed affectionately. Because I was being so goofy, I may have even
been doing cartwheels or something, and she said, "If you ask her, she won't tell
you what she does," and he did. I learned early on if I told people I had a PhD, it
made them really uncomfortable and sometimes angry.
People don't want you to be smarter and more accomplished if you're Black.
Yeah. Yeah. "You're not smarter than I am. You don't know more than I am. I
know what you do." "I understand exactly what you do." Yeah, and I would say
85% of the time, sometimes it goes the other way. There's a knowing, "Oh, that
makes sense." Then suddenly I make sense to them. "Oh, you have a PhD. That's
why you're so ..." whatever they think of me as being. It's always a marker of how
people imagine themselves in relationships. Maybe that happens for everyone. I
don't know.
During the interview it became apparent to me that it is important to not mix up
the personal, with local programmatic work or with scholarship. They can be connected
and inform each other but to be viewed as separate from the institution holds great worth.
An example of this was made through a series of anecdotal stories, all shedding light on
the importance of not getting bogged down, believed in yourself, and if or when is
needed really hearing those who believe in your brightest potential.
Listen, don't let institutions use your good will and your talent to give you the job
security and the salary that you actually earn. I think that when we hear things like
‘self-care’, we don't use that term the way we're supposed to. It's not taking
bubble baths. It's understanding that your work matters in this way.
Maggie explains just how drastically her life has changed within the span of this project
and my time of knowing her: “My career has changed so dramatically in the past few
years. I was at the crossroads: I was deputy chair of my department and it was not going
well, and I thought, ‘I can keep fighting to be deputy chair of this department and then
maybe chair to enact change.’” She explains that at the time she received tenure, was an
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associate professor with a book about to be released and she was starting to get
invitations to get talks, she needed a conversation.
I went to my provost, and I didn't tell him all the bad things were happening in my
department because I'm not a snitch, but I said, "I don't know what the best use of
my time is. I don't know if this is the best use of my time." He looked me dead in
my eye, he was like, "Become a national expert. Your service should be to the
profession. Don't try to put out these fires. Participate in faculty governance. Do
your part." He gave me permission not to be deputy chair, not to be chair, and
then this was the result of that. I was not going to be able to do them both. I was
not going to be able to be deputy chair and chair of the English department at XX
and be able to travel around the country and learn so much more, and maybe help
people, or whatever, and everything that evolved from that. I will always respect
that provost for encouraging me to do that. It was in the institution's best interest,
but it was a ... moment where he helped me dream bigger for myself than I was.
He could've taken advantage of that. "We can make you do X, Y, Z." He's like,
"Get out there, kiddo." Again, he wasn't being entirely benevolent; it makes the
institution look good, but I've always remembered that. Everyone needs that
conversation from time to time.
It seems to me that's the real radical work, by the way.
In this retelling, I heard the emphasis on what Maggie felt she needed permission
to do. Fixing institutional problems is not the responsibility of scholars of color, or
anyone who truly cares. They can only manage them. In fact, it may be helpful to seek
community outside from that institution which you reside or pays your bills. Beyond the
academy. Beyond the local. These are lessons I needed to learn and this research
participant knew this as she not only answered questions I asked but also the ones those
questions alluded to. She spent time, with great care, in speaking into the expression and
recognition of one’s worth. These senses of community vary in recognition, and by
recognition I mean as seeing, acknowledging, inviting as much as rewarding. Accepting
this multi-layered definition of community and allowing for its perpetual shift and change
allows the individual to ranges from committing and caring to being able to let hopes and

117

goals go. This acceptance allows you to be guided by that which is granting you
satisfaction in self and purpose as you move through decisions. The time spent in
community with members of the Bigger6Romatix collective in the reading and writing
group on NYC does just this:
It was a magic window, and it could not have happened in any other way, a month
earlier or a month later. Who knows? I thought about y'all when I was talking to
Simon Gikandi and remembering how his work was the first text we agreed to
read and discuss together. Yeah, what happened from that. I mean I will cherish it
for the rest of my life. It made this book possible, and this continued generosity,
whether we're in touch or not. Yeah, I ... In a weird way, I'm sorry there's no
moment that we captured on film together, right, because I always think like, we
sometimes see these pictures of people, and everyone now understands that the
moment that picture was taken, this thing happened. In my fantasy, it's all black
women, and I don't want to overstate the importance of what we're doing, but we
don't know what's possible. For me, sitting in that room and Joel bringing dinner,
and just sitting there together.
It wasn't always comfortable or easy at first because we're trying to figure out
how we were going to do this thing, but what emerged and what has continued to
emerge, and what your dissertation will mean when you start publishing parts of
your dissertation that will cement that history and offer a methodology for other
people, because it's not the same as other groups.
Maggie pauses and stares at me awaiting my acknowledgement. She is making sure I
actually am hearing her. I reply with a sincere nod and a affirming “Yes.”
It's not the same. It's just not, and people need to understand. Like your
dissertation is your dissertation and it's the work that you're doing, and it's a lot of
things, but I feel like if what I'm hearing here is true, that there's a chapter in this
that could be a really compelling essay about how ... community can form that
doesn't require its constituents of color to sacrifice their commitments and their
work to affect change.
My own definitions of accountability are often heavily tied into various sense of
community but through this project I am learning how quickly, importantly and necessary
it is for them to shift and keep shifting. These seem like healthy realizations when

118

attempting to do the work in or around an institution, an institution which may never see
you and quite literally try to extract as much as they can from you without any care or
concern for your well-being.
Our conversation extended to discuss how and to what effect do scholars move
outward and mobilize their resources beyond the walls of an institution. Maggie held a
long pause and followed with
Hmmm, maybe to what effect? Is that what you're thinking? Because I think,
yeah. Some are moving beyond the walls with social media, with writing, with
essays, so public-facing essays. I think when someone like Travis Chi Wing Lau
writes for Lapham's Quarterly or publishes his poetry, I think it does two things at
once: it keeps the institutions in check. It can balance ... That's how it worked for
me, anyway. It became a counter-narrative to the one that my institution and my
department seemed dead-set on writing about me. It was being outside of the
department, being outside of XX is where I was hearing things that were literally
the exact opposite of what I had been told. I mean for a decade, that I was just a
teacher, that I didn't have leadership capabilities, that I was hostile, that I was
angry and uncooperative. Everything outside of the institution was saying the
exact opposite over and over again, from editors who worked with me on pieces
who thanked me for being timely and graceful and willing to compromise, to
organizations who would host me.
I mean it's different when you come in as a guest versus when you live in a
department, but when everyone keeps telling you how graceful and generous you
are, that's a quality. That doesn't just exist in a vacuum. So, yeah. I think that
moving beyond that expands the way that people perceive you, and so then how
you can perceive yourself.
We continued to discuss the ways people with and in power want to see you, read you,
make you fit into categories, slots, positions they are comfortable with. Maggie makes a
note about doing work outside the institution: “If you do this work and you're doing it a
particular way, it will raise your profile and it will raise it faster than people think you're
entitled to have a higher profile. Academics do not like it when people's profile increase
at a pace that they themselves have not approved of.” I respond in complete agreement.
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“And they want the trajectory of their academic careers to be affirmed by people's ...
work” she states. She has made me see the importance of being able to stand alone from
the institution or stand in spite of the institution, stand in ways that define you for you
and outside the space of the institution. Exist elsewhere. Exist in larger, more
community-based spaces beyond the institution.
“Let the institution earn you back!” Maggie explains before recounting her
concern over the pre-professionalization of graduate students.

Holling
We started our conversation in joy by seeing each other’s faces and by trying to
recall when we last saw each other last. We determined it was just before COVID hit the
US, at MLA 2020 in Seattle. This immediately brought about comments regarding how
deflating and energy zapping these large conferences can be for graduate students, early
career scholars, Black, indigenous and other scholars of color. Holling notes that MLA
2018 in NYC was his first MLA and almost his last because “I swear I almost left
academia. It was my first one and I needed a year to recover.” At this same conference, I
was first introduced to the other founding members of the Bigger6Romantix collective, a
group Holling was working closely with at the time as a graduate student just finishing
his dissertation. I let Holling know this is one of the aspects I wish to speak into in my
dissertation, specifically acts like not passing the mic or not asking questions of the
scholars presenting on work which wish to expand the canon. The overt erasure and
silencing of faculty of color at these large conferences make me aware of how I need to
acknowledge my own complicity as a white woman at in these spaces. I use this time to
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speak into his own feelings about being identified in my dissertation. I mention the care I
wish to take in preserving his anonymity given his precarious standing, as someone on
the tenure track but also as a Black man doing this work. He agrees and by the end of our
conversation we agree upon his anonymity and the anonymity of his institutions.
Our conversation began by speaking into the challenges done by scholars whose
commitments are grounded in movements of social justice. “We are made to feel like the
problem, like a divisive force. People don’t realize that agitation for progress is a
communal act. We are reduced to our identities, and are not always rewarded for our
efforts.” Holling replied earnestly. Those who do this work are seen as threatening, as
instigators and as forces which need to be disciplined. It is easier for those who do not
partake in social justice seeking work to attempt to squander or stop progression, or the
meeting of collectives, then to understand or welcome a different way of knowing and
seeing a place like an institution.
Holling pauses to look around the space he is vacating. He and his partner are
moving away from the town his college is located and closer to the city lines. The goal is
to get a long bus ride between him and the space of work. He speaks of the strangeness of
the town:
And, I wish it was more like a college town, but it's not. It's like a resort
town…Yeah, it's a weirdly affluent, but also weirdly not, town. And yeah, it's a
weird place. I guess it's just to the fact that... just the other day our police chief
went on a long tirade about, apparently there was a shooting, no, there was a
stabbing and gunshots were fired, and he was blaming social justice activists for
inciting anti-police sentiment, and he was begging the silent majority to speak out,
and yeah... It was just a long dog whistle filled tirade about gang members from
XX coming through the peaceful town of YY.
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Holling explains how he sees himself both within this strange town but also within/out
community.
... don't feel that... I don't feel like I'm part of charity, enterprise, or shared
community with a bunch of my department, like I said, it is a department that's
already factored in ways that are not conducive to a young faculty of colored
success. So, I already felt somewhat, I surrendered, but then I realized every time
I'd keep talking to friends, or even my partner and try to finish our dissertation, I
would say something... well, I still describe my, what I should say, my book
conduct, I still call it presentation.I still talk about us grad students. I've never
made a cognitive switch yet to not thinking of myself as a grad student, for
whatever reason, and I think part of that is a lot of the much older faculty still see
me as a grad student, and I know it's from I just now fell out of grad school. Yeah,
so I guess that's what I mean, but I don't know. Communities now can be so
virtual, and I guess there's really no way possible to not be part of the community,
but I just don't feel muted or embedded here.
With heaviness in his voice, he reflects on the last time he felt community:
in graduate school we had a monthly Student's of Color potluck, and it was
wonderful and refreshing and really lifegiving. But there's nothing like that here,
and what has been happening in the last seven years with XX is every faculty of
color they bring in have all been women of color, and I think the first male
representing faculty of color in a while. But they'll just leave... one person just
gave up a tenure-track position in the English department to take an untenured
position in another department, and that to me is very telling.
So yeah, there's just not, there's only, I think, three of us left and one is oddly in a
different state. So yeah, it's hard to build a community with such small numbers
and such a factored group that all has that fatigue for fighting for their own safety.
I can just personally attest to having those sort of luncheons and having a writing
group and a reading group but I don’t have the anymore.
I just look at some of the scholars and others that I know and how they are treated
and it's like they're made out to be divisive. […] a department chair, I think, once
tried to break apart the black faculty group under an equal opportunity charge
because she didn't have access to it, or something like... That we're trying to split
apart a community, basically maybe another way of communing is community is
wielded as a weapon against us, that we're not good members of the community,
we're not productive. And so I'm disappointed by that because I think, and people
are doing something just as we're trying, if anything, trying to arm that, or
improve, or even create states for community, and our being harbingers of its
fate.
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So yeah, I sometimes worry about feeling like a problem. In fact, before I
presented that [journal] piece,, I was terrified because I felt like everyone was
going to think I was being a bother. And I remember a few days before, thinking
that the only solace I have is that it's a self-selecting group, and there's not even
going to be that many people there, and it's going to be great. And there was a lot
more people. I was incredibly nervous. So, I will say, and I've probably said this
before. I don't think I wrote this in the responses, but I'm fortunate that I'm a
Romanticist now and not then or previous because there has been a lot of support,
like you and Manu and others. There's a lot of support, but there's also been a lot
interest, and that interest doesn't always make me feel like a problem, so that's
been good.
Our conversation then turns to discussing what his hopes may be for the future as
a scholar and academic. On thinking about what may come with tenure, Holling says:
And so there's just a world of potential use motility that I might have as being on
certain committees. Even though, it's more work, right? I find there might be
benefits to me being a person in the tenure and appointment committee or in the
promotion committee. There might be use for me being on our faculty executive
committee and actually having executive control of our faculty decisions. So
tenure, of course, allows me to be useful in that aspect. I think of Brittany
Cooper's advice years ago. Do you remember it?] Her advice to young black
faculty is to just say no. Don't do anything until you get tenure. Don't do anything,
and I'm like... Wait, can we talk…. I've always been conflicted about that advice,
but every tenure faculty member of color keeps telling me, just wait.
So I do. I wait.
In our final minutes together, I ask him his thought on whether he still believes in
the radical potentialities of Institutional spaces. With a smirk, he starts:
… if we're talking about just potential, there's always potential, and you never
know who winds up in a place and what they might do. I might have put this as an
answer to a different question, but I was fortunate, even as I'm now in debt to it,
financial debt, but I was fortunate at my four years at ZZ because it was a place to
just think, but it was a privilege. And my parents were working and busting their
butt all the time for me to have the privilege to think, and I think that time to think
was so valuable, and I think it was one of the reasons why I want to continue there
being a time for others to have that time to sit and think.
It's essential for me to channel what's important, and I think that's life and death.
It matters that there are people trying to say, look maybe we should think more
along the decolonial lines. That's an important thing. It doesn't... And I also don't
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agree with the metaphor, this is a dividing tower because students come and go.
And we interface with students and they are the public, and they effect the public.
He searches around him for a book. Sorry i thought I could find it super quick.
There’s a Henry Adams quote, I think... Yeah, I think it's Henry Adams, "A
teacher affects eternity. He can never tell where his influence stops" Those words
influenced me. I think we do affect eternity in that way.
When I get really sad, and I think, why am I doing this? This is so hard, so, so
hard. I think, I could be the person standing in front of that room, or it could be
someone else, and I want to foster clinical inquiry and curiosity, but also care and
compassion and I want to be] those things and I want to bottle those things and so
it's good that I'm the person in front of those students for that 50 minutes or
whatever. So, of course I think there's radical potential. I don't think things will or
can change on a dime.
I spent so much of my time at [my graduate institution] infuriated by our president
and his love of our football team. He's a neuroscientist who doesn't care about
kids getting concussions. I spent so much of my time really infuriated about the
financial priorities of the university, but I was also in a public university serving
the people of [a state], and I loved that. So, I can't... I'm not going to act like the
public service is pure or university is pure. My aspirations for what university are
pure, but all are products of class inequity, racism, genocide, etc. But nothing is
pure, but I hope I can try to use this impure vessel for better ends than there has
been before. That's a rambling long speech, but I think, and I might have said this
in our plenary, I am constantly cycling back and forth between hope and
cynicism, and I think that's a healthy way to be.
Joel
Joel quickly glances over who he is and how he self-identifies. Of all the research
participants interviewed, his responses are the shortest and he lets me know he is ready
for the next, more important questions. This speaks to the sense of humility of
decentering of himself I have noticed during the many exchanges I have had with Joel
since our first meeting. He is always quick to speak gratitude for the people who are in
conversation and company with him and he is always offering others up a drink, a bite to
eat or a comfy chair. His hospitality and kindness exude from his being and since I
respect those elements about a person, I move on. Knowing how deeply embedded in
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community work Joel is, I move on to asking about his definition of communities. Those
communities to which he feels he belongs but also the ones he advocates for in his chosen
time.
are.

I guess I belong to some communities of scholars, such as it is, or such as they
I feel like I belong to my city and my neighborhood a little bit. So, I feel
connected to New York, to Harlem, and also to Miami, where I'm from. These
days, not so many others beyond that. I think I'm in a phase of my career where
the community building, my third space time, my leisure time not at work has
been severely limited lately in the community building sort of way. So, I'm not in
a ceramics class or anything like that lately.

I let him know that I find his answers somewhat surprising given what I have seen of his
nature, that he doesn’t see his time spent as building community, but I once again move
on to ask for clarification on the communities he sees himself acting in allyship. For Joel,
as with many of us, it has always been about the people, namely the students sitting
before you in your classes and office.
Well, my main, because my job is in ethnic studies, and because my scholarship is
in Black studies, those are really the two places that I do advocacy work as a part
of my job. So, on campus that means thinking about advocating for students of
color, or students who are invested in, or working on, or doing activist stuff
around identity. Those are the main community advocacy type things that I'm
doing.
I do think that I try to let, a baseline justification for me which I think is important
for probably everyone who teaches college to think about in varying degrees is. I
think that it's important work to make elites less racist, or important work to give
elite people historical consciousness and critical thinking skills, and to herd those
critical thinking skills in ideals that are socially productive.
Even the university itself is so structurally implicated in reproducing inequalities
that the idea that they could come to my classroom, and that I'll show them a palm
or something, and that, that is going to resolve all of those other content. That, to
me, feels like a really big leap to take.
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Joel and I have spent time together in a reading and writing group, within that
space I have heard the daily utterances of the happenings of his institution and those of
the other members of the group. The group was formed largely through discontent but
also desire: discontent with the way participants’ home institutions were inviting and
supporting conversation and dialogue but desire to co-create and welcome a newer
community to have said conversations and dialogues. We have had many conversations
about an individual and a collective’s commitment, energy, time and labor given to
institutional spaces versus given to more public sectors. Joel reflects on these previous
conversations, particularly one in the cab ride over to the location of this interview:
I guess it's back to something that, you're right, we've already talked about, in the
sense that imagining that your work is an institutional character, your work within
the institution can always be sort of radical, it's an instance of false consciousness.
We perform a social function that's predetermined for us, and we can make certain
gestures or moves to refine or nudge those systems in the direction of equity or
justice.
Imagining that our individual will is going to transform those systems entirely,
that to me, is bogus. I think you're setting yourself up for failure if you believe
that. Every smart person that I have talked to, at least about their work within
institutions on institutions, the smartest people who I believe are actually doing
the work tend to understand that we form habits incrementally and across long
periods of time.
That doesn't mean that there aren't moments in which radical social change can
happen, or radical institutional change can happen. But on an every day level, we
try our best to make it a little bit better, and then we go home.
Joel knows of the work being taken up by the students of my home institution
within the University Writing Center and Writing Across Communities. This sparks a
pause and he reflects on his own proximity to the students he helps at his institution.
I think it's a combination of the complication and elaboration of administered life,
basically, bureaucratic life at the university, to make that kind of institutional
change happen, it's such close work. I see it with my students who go on to
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become academics. Now, I participate in that process on the other side, so I have a
different appreciation for how it works. One of the things that I've come to
understand is that making one of us is incredibly complicated work. Helping
someone write a cover letter, coaching someone for an interview, helping
someone figure out what their dissertation project is; it's such refined work that
more overblown discourses of radical transformation, I'm with all of that. I buy
into all that, but you can't be there all day. Actually, we spend a lot more time on
the work that is helping people do this stuff. Teaching a human is really hard,
close work […] Even in the most, in a lot of the most radical people I know in the
academy are also the people that are the most careful and most obsessed with the
details.
Shelly
When asked how she self-identifies, Shelly answered “Complicated. I think first
and foremost immigrant. Two, which makes me white in America, not white elsewhere.
So, yeah complicated I guess. I think cisgender heterosexual woman. I will end there.” As
she spoke these words, I saw that she carried her experiences with pride but also as
someone willing and eager to critique the atrocities she faced as an immigrant learner
interacting within and beyond the academy. The combination of our proximity in age,
taste in music, and willingness to speak up is what I credit to forming my fast but deep
friendship with Shelley. It was important to me to give her time to reflect and speak into
how she saw herself in the various communities she moved within or alongside, whether
she felt she belonged to them or not.
In a not-so-surprising utterance, Shelly noted “I'm not a community person, so I
don't actually really belong to any communities.” While I am not surprised, I am
disheartened because I know Shelly is highly respected by the students she teaches at an
HBCU and by the scholars within the field she is teaching and working to reframe.
Above all, her utterance makes me pause and reflect upon my own perception of
community. Who gets to define it? Who determines if you are a part of a specific
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community or not? How much of belongingness resides in your perception…how much
in feeling supported by those who are prone to critique your existence within a group or
space? As I sense the need to move on to the next question, I make a note to revisit this
answer.
I then ask Shelly which communities she advocates for, even if she doesn’t feel
part of them and with exuberance she gives the following answer:
So obviously, African-American community, because my job. I have also done
work, lots of work with the LGBTQ community. I used to advocate for
"Feminism," but increasingly moved away because feminism is not what it reports
to be.” I nod in agreement whilst clarifying that she means white feminism in
particular and how damaging it is in all purports of life.
So, I'm only keenly aware of the whiteness of my body coupled with the
whiteness of what I teach. I was hired to be the Romanticist. Because I think that
white privilege on my campus teaches other things, gets read a different way.
Yeah. I think the costs are you don't get the more prestigious job in many cases.
I've had interviews for every job I've applied for, and then they hear what I
actually have to say and they're like nope. There's a reason that Cicely University
is the place that I got hired. And I think that's the right place for me, and I'm
happy that that's where I ended up. But I think that that is also very telling.
There's that, new institutional barriers get thrown out from the very beginning
where they're like, "We want to hire a romanticist who does something with
diversity, but not really.
Shelly expanded upon her earlier answers when asked to reflect on the places she has
learned from. When asked where would you say you obtained your academic, cultural,
professional, and civic education, Shelly makes a long pause…
Academic is I went to Alaska College that's where I learned how to be an
academic. I think the other three are much more grounded in life experience,
definitely much more grounded in being a young child [:long pause:] like coming
here where English wasn't my first language and being put in ESL classes, and
being treated like an idiot for most of my early childhood. Definitely just to prove
everybody wrong, so I think early on the structural inequities with like ESL
learning turned me into an asshole, and I just decided to prove everybody wrong.
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After I tell her I don’t think she is an asshole, she continues…
So, I think all four of those are tied into that, like being an immigrant, and not
knowing the language, but then being a naturally smart person. And moving
through various academic institutions, having various kinds of expectations
placed on me with no real understanding of the how. Because I read as white, and
because I attended…especially undergrad and grad school…I attended prestigious
white universities, people read me a certain way, and people assume a certain
level of privilege that I did not have, and a level of familiarity with academics that
I didn't have. So, butting up against the …they're not barriers, but I can't think of
another word.
We spend the next few minutes bouncing words off one another and we sip our
coffee in a busy Chicago coffee shop. I see the look on her face and know it is important
for her to spend time finding the right word, even if it is only right for the moment. I ask,
“Like obstacles?” and she replies with “Yeah, or expectations, or misplaced expectations
meant more than the actual.” This seems like a good time to explain to Shelly that part of
my research for this dissertation is looking into how those who have literacies beyond the
academy, which is basically everybody, do not often have those literacies acknowledged.
Despite the fact they shape who we are, where we know from, where we act from and
whom we advocate for, they are just not accepted often, voiced or heard. As she nods and
leans in, I explain how often folks are treated as being from this deficit role and then
pause myself to say “like you said you get deemed an idiot. So, yeah it's very interesting
to hear you reflect and this gets me thinking about structural inequity.”
Our conversation naturally progressed to discuss the radical positionalities of the
university as a site occupied by communities of resistance. Shelly did not hold back.
So a strong part of me wants to say fuck the university, there is no potential. I
think realistically for me, and I don't know how much this has to do with the
specific context that I teach in, because I can actually say these things in a way a
lot of say, a lot of other mutual contacts, cannot to students. I think a lot of what
my courses are about is showing them why what I'm teaching them is
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fundamentally bullshit, and they need to beyond these things that they're expected
to know when they go out into the world. Why, why do they need that? These are
the things, I'm like teaching them the things, they're learning the things. But I'm
also telling them things, and understand that the institution of the world trying to
implicate you into whiteness. So, I think that maybe is the thing. You don't need
the university to do that, the university to get over the illusion of a university.
I let her know that very helpful for me to hear, because it makes me take a look at how
important the dialogue is, and from that dialogue, action becomes. A university is a place
where that dialogue can happen between races, between people. However, we also agree
that a university is not a place where real radical change is truly possible because it is still
institutionalized. Shelly notes the importance of knowing the difference between “trying
to change something from within, and just moving outside of it. And I increasingly think
that as much as university needs to change it won’t. It's like beating your head against a
brick wall but also kind of knowing that you have to do it.”
A day before this interview, Manu Samriti Chander delivered a keynote address at
the International Romanticism Conference in Chicago, Illinois on the evolving field of
Romanticism. His talk was hopeful and necessary. He received a comment during the
Q&A session which took many of us back. Shelly and I reflected on that moment when I
asked her to describe the challenges of the work being done by scholars whose
commitments are grounded in movements of social justice.
I mean that comment that Manu got yesterday about that I don't think we need
diversity because this field wouldn't exist, it's pretty much that in a nutshell. It's
people who are unwilling or unable to do the actual work of scholars, of learning
and thinking through their positions on the world. Somehow thinking that they
have a right to impede others from doing that work too, I mean it's white
privilege. And particularly in this field [Romanticism], that's been the norm for so
long. And it's never not going to be the norm in a field like this, but I mean other
people often talk about is it even worth doing it? It is worth doing it in a field like
this, and elsewhere. But fundamentally a field like this is not going to change.

130

I asked her to elaborate on her comment with hopes of hearing what she had to say about
the issues being so ingrained, and embedded in defining a field such as this one. In her
reply, she acknowledged that a lot of other people who probably disagree, but she really
doesn’t think Romanticism is a coherent, concept outside of white maleness. There were
other ways of getting out some of the ideas that romanticism is drafted in, but the world is
completely out of our control. She moves forward to reflect on Manu and says, “he is
much better at it than I will ever be, because he actually wants to build bridges, and I just
want to burn shit down.” That articulation then turns her back to her students: “I always
am telling students that, but things happen slowly and incrementally, you can't ... They all
want to be the revolutionary change….no one gets the credit, but together we get the
thing done. But I have a hard time doing that myself.”

Reflections on Designing and Teaching a Bigger6Romantix Course
Just before completing a draft of this dissertation, I co-lead a workshop with Dr.
Cassander Smith (Associate Professor and Dean, University of Alabama) on antiracist
pedagogy for the fellows in the Keats-Shelley Association Antiracist Pedagogy
Colloquium. In addition to her roles at University at Alabama, Cassie is also the President
of the early Caribbean Society and the co-author of Teaching with Tension: Race, Reality
and Resistance in the Classroom. She and I spent a considerable amount of time together
planning what we wished to share, each of us having done many of these types of
workshops before. We learned a great deal from and about one another in the process.
We agreed to prioritize discussion but emphasize what antiracist pedagogy is and is not.
We wanted to make note that antiracist pedagogy means diversifying text choices,
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decentering and challenging established epistemologies, interrogating what the
course/university values or devalues as knowledge, scrutinizing the status quo by way of
instructor/student relationships, assessment and modes of instruction. We wanted to
emphasize antiracist pedagogy is not integrating a few writers of color into the syllabus,
that inclusion does not equate to acts of social justice, replacing the center with the
margin is not enough and the paradigm of liberator versus oppressor or good anticolonialist versus bad colonizer is not the way to go.
Towards the end of our planning, I told her a quick story about my first
experience teaching an entire course in Romanticism within an academic institution. It
was the first time I ever spoke that story aloud. She stopped me dead in my tracks and
told me I must share that story, not only in this workshop to the fellows of this
Romanticism organization but also within my dissertation. I credit her for giving me the
confidence to do so. Cassie reminded me, of what Dr. Steven Alvarez often reminds me
of, that if one is truly doing anti-racist work then one must be ready to sit with the
heaviness of doing that work. We must be ready to accept they will make mistakes whilst
doing that work and must accept it will be work that is constantly in progress--that we
will constantly be works in progress-- always learning. To do this work well is to accept
the messiness, discomfort but also the opportunities to learn and revise.
As a graduate student, I took on work others did not and I believe this is because I
was straddling two worlds: that of a student and a teacher. As an older graduate student, I
knew how to organize, build a syllabus, design lessons, and engage with students in
meaningful ways. I knew the issues with institutional policies from a student, faculty and
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now administrator perspective. I knew where to push and where to intervene…and I
wasn’t afraid to do it.
A few weeks before the start of the Fall 2019 semester, I was asked to cover an
upper-level survey course on Romantic era texts, an English course, for a full-time,
tenured, male colleague on medical leave. I knew I would only agree to do it if I could
turn it into a #Bigger6Romantix course. I knew explicit about that and have that
conversation with the person doing the offering, the department chairperson. I knew I
needed to let the students of this course know this from the start; I knew I needed to turn
outward towards my fellow accomplices, some within my home institution but some
outside including those in the Bigger6 collective who mentored me and who I had been
working alongside for a year. My department chair, a full tenured professor, told me she
expected nothing less and that I could do anything I wanted with the course.
While many deemed this risky considering my contingent employment, I deemed
it a necessary intervention, to not only decolonize the syllabus but to implement teaching
practices that created conditions for students to act as partners in the labor of developing
a more equitable classroom ecology. While I felt fortunate to receive this opportunity as a
third-year graduate student, I also knew I was being offered it because I saw students. My
department knew me…they know I have extensive teaching experience at this institution
and knowledge of the field. They know I have not only taught at a Queens, NY high
school but I have extensive experience teaching introductory writing and literature
courses as an adjunct, courses which meant I got to know students early on in their higher
education experiences. I accepted the offer knowing to what I was accountable but more
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importantly to whom, the students of one of the most diverse campuses in the nation but
mostly the BIPOC students.
I trusted in my community. I received wonderful support from outside my
institutions: Deana Koretsky spoke into the construction of her course syllabi, Manu
Chander made text recommendations, Omar Miranda agreed to skype/zoom into one of
my classes and Bakary Diaby shared his insights on his recent ERR article with my
students. I purposefully decentered whiteness. The works of the Big 6 were pushed to the
end of term. Abolition and works by Black, indigenous, writers of color were at the
forefront. I included various genres and modes of text including chapters, articles, book
reviews, podcasts, tweets, cfps. I left room in the syllabus for the students to weigh in and
tell me what they wanted to read, research, discuss. I designed writing assignments that
invited students into thinking about ways their voices could be heard, assignments that
would mean something and held purpose beyond this class. I was excited and I began
tweeting about this excitement. Soon after, I lost followers—many of whom were
affiliated with Big 6 organizations. It raised an eyebrow.
Two weeks into the course an undergraduate student, in her senior year, wrote an
email to the dean of Liberal Arts and Sciences and my department chair, cc-ing two other
English professors. Within the text of the email she “demanded” I “teach students about
the Romantic period classically” and to read works within “the proper historical context.”
She said I was doing the students in our class “an injustice by not teaching the class
classically.” She concluded the letter with
The English major is not a sociology, morality, or political major. It should be about
the literature itself, and not about the professor’s interests. It is not your job to tell us
how or what to think politically, socially, culturally, etc. Critical race theory has no
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place in the classroom at this type of institution. The bottom line is that your personal
agenda has no place in the classroom.
Because she listed the folks she did on the email, their response to me was instantaneous
and, interestingly, independent of one another. They each expressed concern, offered
their help and encouraged me to not reply directly to the student. I was coached by and
had dialogue with these associate and full professors and administrators about how we
would respond, collectively. They told me, in many ways, they had my back and offered
themselves up to meet with the student and me. I extended that offer to that student but
her advisor reached out to her at that same time.
I felt extremely thankful to have their support, support which I trusted in at the
beginning but felt fortunate to see play out in this situation. Within the email, she notes:
I understand your concerns and your motivation to take the class that you were
expecting. However, I can let you know that none of the faculty in the English
department - including [the professor originally slated to teach the course]- tend to
design our classes in a "traditional" or "classic" way. Many of us are constantly
updating our course readings to reflect the latest research in our areas. The same
is generally true of many English departments around the country.
I think you're right that Prof. Iemma is committed to the non-canonical approach
that she's chosen for the Romantic Literature class, so if you're only interested in a
more canonical reading list and pedagogy, then it would probably be best for you
to drop the class.
[…]
I was blown away by the speed and depth at which tenured, faculty and accomplices
came to my defense but also the readiness and willingness to defend what and how I was
teaching. I replied to those who reached out to me with the following message:
I have 18 students whom I know, through class discussion, online interactions and
personal conversations, object to her views and value what we have been
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prioritizing in class. That alone will carry me through and beyond any anxiety she
produced within my headspace.
I walked in knowing this wouldn’t be easy work. I’ve been prepared by those who
have done this work before me that it may/will be greeted with strong objection. I
refuse to rest. I will keep moving forward.
In reflecting upon this experience, I am left with a bunch of “what ifs.” What if I
didn’t have the support of a department, a dean and a collective? What if I wasn’t white
or a woman or a white woman doing this work? How would I have been treated by this
student? By my department? By the dean? What if there wasn’t anyone with tenure who
was willing stick their neck out? What if this student stayed in this course? What would
have happened to the other 18 students as a result?
Telling this story demonstrates the real-world implications (risks and all) of doing
this work and the importance of having and expanding one’s racial literacy. I know I am
still learning and developing my own. I know I would teach this course differently each
time they asked me to teach it because I know I would try to implement what I have
learned…but I also know I would always make space for the course to be driven by the
students of the class who have been historically marginalized, and as those students
change, the course would change. This is heavy work and work which may receive push
back. Knowing that helps. Knowing who your accomplices are helps as well but as
Cassie notes knowing what to do becomes key.

Snapshots of Bigger6Romantix Influence
Since the formation of the Bigger6Romantix collective, there has been strong
influence and great advances of scholars taking up our vision. One of the more recent, at
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the time of this dissertation’s finalization, is a conference sponsored by Kate Singer at
Mount Holyoke titled: “Black Studies and Romanticism; A Virtual Conference” held on
June 24th & 25th, 2021. The abstract for the conference reads:
Hortense Spillers suggests that a new “grammar” for thinking and instigating
Black liberation from white history is necessary. With this conference we offer a
platform, one virtual but intimate, for people interested in seeking what new
grammars we in the eighteenth-, nineteenth-, and present centuries need to learn
from Black Studies in our period-bound disciplines. Our hope for the conference
is that it will address the white power structures that support anti-Blackness in the
larger world and in the field of Romanticism broadly understood. Romanticism
entails a history of promised but failed revolutions, a history that terrorizes as
much as it transforms. While the field has long been shaped by histories and
discourses of whiteness and patriarchy, this conference avows and solicits new
and ongoing scholarship on race, anti-slavery, abolition, and indigeneity.
Is the field changing? Perhaps. Perhaps not. In January 2020, just before the world went
into lockdown, Manu Chander and I met for breakfast in a Seattle hotel restaurant at the
tail-end of MLA 2020. After hugs and mutual expressions of appreciation for the strong
coffee in front of us, he told me “I didn’t create #Bigger6Romantix to save Romanticism.
I created it for scholars of color who were researching and teaching scholars of color.
Romanticism doesn’t give a shit about us, they never have and the more I’m in this the
more convinced I am they never will. They don’t get to have us.” Who gets to determine
who and what matter? How do you even ask someone to give a shit about other people?
Should this not be a basic understanding of what it means to be human? To respect the
existence and seek the advancement of others? How do you teach this? Can you? Is it not
innate?
News of another recent development came by way of an email message dated
early November. A supporter of the Bigger6Romantix collective let us know that the
English Department at the University of Chicago has designed a targeted graduate
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admissions cycle. They are only admitting PhD candidates who work on pre-1900 areas
for the coming academic year and the department is keen to have a strong and
international pool of applicants working on the 18th c/romanticism. A snippet of the
announcement appears below:
For the 2021-2022 graduate admissions cycle, the University of Chicago English
Department is accepting only applicants planning to focus on British, American, and/or
Anglophone texts and archives produced between the Middle Ages and the year 1900. In
the interests of aligning our curriculum with departmental strengths and building on last
year’s admissions initiative in Black Studies, we are particularly interested in applicants
whose intellectual projects engage with one or more of the following: the study of race,
migration, empire and colonialism, intercultural exchange, the history of science and
philosophy, longue-durée conceptual history, performance studies, and the body or
embodiment (encompassing discourses of race, gender, sex, species, or ability).
Comparative and multilingual approaches to literature are welcome, as are students from
international and diverse backgrounds. We hope you will encourage your students to
apply.
Additionally, they would waive all application fees. The consensus amongst the founding
members of the Bigger6Romantix collective was that this felt different a quite a
substantial step in the path forward.
As I enter into the last chapter, I am left wondering where hope lives. Is hope as
Mariame Kaba notes a discipline? Is it something to be enacted, lived, curated and
cultivated on the daily? A conscious decision one makes every single day? Does it
require waking up every morning as saying the work I do today will live in the everstriving connection to maintaining hope for better futures, new ways of thinking, new
worlds? Holding the discomfort close, striving, seeking and never yielding may be the
path of futurity. As Leigh Patel notes in Decolonizing Educational Research: From
Ownership to Answerability,
...learning as an act of futurity. Futurity is the imprint, the scent, the murmur of
what is the future. In that sense it is actually unknowable in the immediate, as its
discrete details are not available through current lenses. You can’t map futurity;
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you can only map possible futurities. Learning, similarly, is an act of letting go of
what one knows for what one does not know. To enter into learning as anything
other than that, to seek bumper rails is to forestall transformation and futurity.
Learning that holds tightly to what is presently known is to want the safety of
assimilation, and sacrifice the much messier desire of transformation (95).

Futurity, not necessarily the future, allows for the honoring of past traditions as well as
the changes that come from a transforming world. The transformative possibilities of
futurity come from the playfulness of time, a direct defiance of linear time which is a tool
of colonization. Futurity allows for a blending of time, no forward or backwards
movements, no left to right or chronological counting.
I have been asking myself if ephemerality is an act of social justice. What does it
mean to centralize, celebrate and recognize with the knowledge that that which is being
brought forward may/should only take the spotlight for a brief period of time that we
should always be aware of the next issue, critical conversation, community that needs to
be brought to center. How does this link to the notion that abolition needs to occur
everyday? To view activism in this sense asks us to me humble, to not only realize our
limits but also our vision. It asks us to invite others, ones beyond ourselves or our
collective into the conversation and even to take up our seats. If we are to use or positions
and power to create space for others than we must also acknowledge the progression in
the acquisition of power and positions as we continue to do our work and if we do our
work effectively. There must always be an awareness and an inclination toward “making”
or bring to center transitory. The last chapter, then, is my proposal for a way forward.
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Chapter 5: Coda: Avoiding Mistakes, Implications and Conclusions
“Marginality [is] much more than a site of deprivation; in fact...it is also the site of
radical possibility, a space of resistance. It was this marginality that I was naming as a
central location for the production of counter-hegemonic discourse that is not just found
in words but in habits of being and the way one lives. As such, I was not speaking of
marginality one wishes to lose--to give up or surrender as part of moving into the center-but rather of a site one stays in, clings to even, because it nourishes one’s capacity to
resist. It offers to one the possibility of radical perspective from which to see and create,
to imagine alternatives, new worlds.”
- bell hooks4
“The most effective way to do it is to do it.”
- Toni Cade Bambara5
“So listen to what I’m saying
Don’t listen to their fear
You gotta jump into the water sometimes
You gotta risk it all, my dear, my dear.”
-from “Tonight” by Soulsavers6
At the early stages of this dissertation, I was encouraged by my committee
members to read the dissertations of former St. John’s University English PhD candidates
who recently defended. After reading a handful, one written in 2019 by Nancy Alvarez
struck me as innovative, fresh and fearless: Counterstories From Latina Tutors In The
Writing Center: Creating Space For Nuestras Voces. Within the section of her
conclusion titled “Implications of Findings for Writing Center Directors, Professors, and
Administrators”, Nancy states
Everyone should consider the ways that academia nurtures microaggressions that
support English Only and Standard English ideals and center whiteness and
“professionalism” as goals. From the limited or lack of faculty of color, to the
ways that languages and accents are placed within a hierarchy in our institutions these factors play a role. Additionally, syllabi and required readings should be
4

hooks is quoted in “Balancing the Passion for Activism with the Demands of Tenure: One Professional’s
Story from Three Perspectives.” Few, et al. Feminist Formations 19 (3: 2007) 47-66.
5
Bambara uses this line homage, reference to and extension of the passion of Amelia Earhart.
6
This song was played on repeat as I wrote this dissertation. The soothing sounds of Dave Gahan’s voice
carried me through the final chapter.
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closely evaluated so that they support social justice instead of only serving to
promote white-centered viewpoints.
Within this dissertation, I hoped to show how writing center administrators, together with
consultants, and forward-thinking scholars may cultivate conditions where those at the
margins not only feel invited to lead but empowered to act is the way forward. Don’t just
invite others into space but support their time and ways to into spaces find research topics
based on their interests and experiences. Give consultants the opportunity to recommend
scholarship and readings for training and continued education to fellow consultants.
Directors and scholars must consider giving up individual power and making moves to
grow an understanding and value in shared power amongst their staff and students.
Through dialogue and decentering of oneself as an authority figure, directors and scholars
may begin to model the ways a collective may move forward rich resources and
knowledge bases of where to attain additional resources. My examination of the ways of
knowing and acting by the collectives examined in chapters three and four demonstrate
these moves.
The result of these moves is the production of a group of scholars who get
together to problematize normative responses to situations they are dealing with in real
time, situations which have great meaning and significance in their lives and develop as
writers. In these actions, they begin to own more of the field. They begin to publish and
study together, as a community. They begin to realize they can grow and are stronger
together rather than alone. They cause the “good trouble” Congressman John Lewis,
legend of the Civil Rights movement, a leader of the 1963 March on Washington, and an
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icon for grassroots organizers so infamously invites and encourages amongst those
seeking movement within social justice and in the fight against of oppression.
What I have proposed in this dissertation is Bigger6 and WC work as a
methodology, a framework that invites criticism, promotes self-critique and encourages
awareness of the areas we need to grow as we reflect on our own collective efforts. We
invite students to have a critical perspective of why they are learning what they are in
education. We cultivate a space to rage against the script of curriculum and praxis given
by white-serving institutions, ones that try to play the game of individualism and
meritocracy. The university writing center can be a space where these conversations can
happen and are happening…a place to discuss how the world operates; a place to discuss
initiatives; a site of activism. A place where curious white folks can act as allies or
accomplices as they recognize privilege and do more than just announce their
commitment to do social justice work, to make social justice actionable.
The through-line of this dissertation is allyship and accompliceship, remaining
people-centered and having people of color leading, determining the best ways to go
about doing this work. Allyship and accompliceship are ways to describe antiracist
writing approaches to form and forge communities of social justice practices, both in the
B6 Collective and in the collective of students at the UWC. Training, shadowing, creating
continuing education and mentorships programs, conducting reading and writing groups
change the culture of the institution by working together to be more inclusive and fearless
in its attempts to challenge white supremacy. In the summer of 2021, the conversation
was extended to a public forum- Twitter, one of the few, free and accessible site where
writers can speak their minds. Meg Pillow, independent writer, journalist, and prolific
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tweeter recently weighed in on the our current (and historical) background of erasure and
silencing when she wrote: “We white people need to stop centering ourselves- we need
to stop thinking we have any clue what to do to turn the tide of this country. We ran it to
the ground. We need to be quiet and support the ideas of the people who have
experiences the most oppression-ffs” (@megpillow, Twitter. July 16, 2021). In response
to a tweet about Nikole Hannah-Jones’s decision to refuse the position at UNC and go to
Howard, Elizabeth Cohen, Professor of Politics at Princeton University, remarks: “when
you don’t inherit structural power at birth you spend a lot of your time observing and
understanding how power really works. That should scare the hell out of a lot of people
who never had to earn their power.” (@alixabeth, Twitter. July17, 2021).
Double consciousness means always looking at one’s self through the eyes of
others/those with power, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in
contempt and pity. This means knowing your story, understanding the system, how the
powerful see themselves and power in general but also in relation to the powerless, or
those with less power. The powerless understand power better than those in power.
Within the Writing Center Collective and the Bigger6Romantix Collective, people of
color problematized this for their white allies and accomplices. They did not shy away
from engaging and inviting white folks into conversations that addresses the inequity and
racism.
Most people think they “earned” their power through their own hard work, and
are unable to see the support structures that enable them to simply focus on their goals.
Many white scholars have not earned power, have had it handed to them, and actually
have little understanding of how it is achieved. Their reaching for and reaction to data,
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logic and facts in front of them is indicative of their desire to perpetuate systems which
benefit them, statistics and numbers, rather than the narratives, stories, and intricacies of
what it means to do this work. At best, these white scholars are irrational and emotional
defensive at the speaking of any type of qualitative data and often take comfort and build
even more power by retreating to be with those like them.
These white scholars often feel allowed to be angry. Some who observe this see
the anger as a good, healthy outlet. In actuality, the individual raging is often confused by
what it means to have power and is in actuality abusing his/her power by reacting this
way. Rage, fake and performative utterances of solidarity and white-lady tears. When this
type of white scholar is called out/in (depending on the investment of the observers), the
immediate response is often one of defense. They defend their position and deny their
vacancy or inattentiveness within it. They speak nothing of their own failings but instead
attack others, namely those in positions of less power and especially those who threaten
the appearance of this power-hungry scholar’s knowledge of what the work is, how it is
being done and by whom.
Within the Bigger6Romantix collective and the Writing Center Collective, it was
regular practice for activists of color to engage white activists in these conversations.
However, it was also regular practice for white activists to call out/in other white activists
to make the power dynamics at play more visible and less hushed. These communities sat
with discomfort in favor of transparency, they worked through assumptions and injustices
in order to problematize what the normative functioning of whiteness and whiteliness
often hides. What may be needed then is a new envisioning of NCTE’s ““8 Habits of
Mind Essential for Success in College Writing”, one which uses these verbs instead:
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Fig. 4: Chart of the Cyclical Nature of Engaging Critical Pedagogy within Collaborations. Original design
by Tina M. Iemma

This new chart creates space for critical pedagogy, space where activist writers may
come together to reflect on their own shared experiences with addressing oppression but
also the strengths they may have never known they’ve demonstrated in their attempts to
address and counterbalance that stifling.

Addressing the White Supremacy of Institutions
If we are looking to build solidarity within hostile institutional conditions, we
must be better at respecting all knowledge and all lived experiences formed at particular
distances of power. Universities are notorious for extracting foundations of knowledge,
expertise and cultural capital without crediting where it comes from (i.e “Diversity
statements” and “Antiracist Practices committees”.) Misrepresenting the lived
experiences of often marginalized thinkers--no matter their institutional status: graduate
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student; contingent faculty member, tenure-track (TT) assistant professor-- is to insult
and dismiss all that has been lived through, thought through and often resulted in unjust
conditions of being. These thinkers have not only survived but often thrived through
structural injustices including but not limited to racism, colonization, imperialism, sexual
harassment and abuse, ableism, xenophobia, class alienation and patriarchal gaslighting.
They have learned to not only think through uses and abuses of power but have done so
with nuance and commitment. It has become necessary to remain “hyper-literate in
institutional rhetorics” whilst remaining experts in anticipating the “material aftershocks”
of their implementation (Zuroski ).
As Rinaldo Walcott notes, we must study the university as an institution, not just
the disciplines with an eye to inclusion in them or correcting them. We must not just
work in the university but “study it, unwork it — in the Jean Luc Nancy sense of
unwork.” (Twitter, 1/26/2021) If we are seeking solidarity over empathy then, I argue it
becomes vital to know when and how to hold one another up. Knowing how, when and
by whom support should be given becomes essential. To act as a collective necessary. In
an attempt to prevent burnout and exhaustion, we must rely on ways to call out/in the
injustices we have experiences and witnessed in often hostile environments. But
especially for our students, we must be able to identify the institutional conventions
which create unequal access to education. We must expose how higher education works
against collectives and why higher education works against collectives, for example by
keeping disciplines and structures as is and rewarding individualism, if we are to
maneuver into cultivated a newer space.
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The weight of doing this labor as an individual is all too often invisible. As I show
with my examination of one writing studies based collective and one literary studies
based collective, this work can be done through collaborative statement writing, teaching,
learning and ongoing dialogues. We do not need to be told to persevere; we do not need
to be our voices are welcome on diversity committees. We need to dismantle the
definition of an institution, such as a university, as it exists in its current (normative) form
and rebuild it with us. This means to move away from allyship and into what NeishaAnne Green identifies as “accompliceship”….. “Accomplices actively demonstrate allyship. Accomplices take the necessary risks that really move towards inclusivity, diversity,
equity, and equality.” In a 2021 interview, Green expands on the work needed to be done:
As people of colour, we already call on our ancestors for guidance, we take looks
back, we try to understand their experience, understand their words, understand
how they survived. I think White people need to do similar work: they need to go
back and have those hard conversations with their ancestors and reckon with the
things that have happened in their past. How many times have we heard people
say, ‘Well, that’s not my problem, I wasn’t there you know, that happened before
my time.’ But we stand on the shoulders of our ancestors.
When she is asked how places like writing centers can support Black, indigenous, and
racialized staff and students, she replies, “Get out the way.” and I couldn’t agree more.
Recently, Marilyn and Eve, two Black female undergraduate writing center
consultants submitted and had accepted an article titled “Welcome to Our Garden: Black
Women Discussing the Much Needed Move Towards Centers of Inclusivity” to the next
Special Issue of Praxis, a peer-reviewed online writing center journal. With their
permission, I share their advice:
Speaking Up:
A white WC professional not only has the privilege to speak out, but they also
have the privilege to reach a vast amount of people and spearhead change. White
WC professionals’ voices are a means to change; just by simply speaking, they
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can alter some of the structural rules in place. It is no longer acceptable to simply
acknowledge the wrongs within the system and echo that it is horrible. A white
WC professional should no longer feel content stating that they witnessed an
injustice but did nothing to help the situation. It is time to actively take a stand by
advocating verbally for suppressed voices. White WC professionals can use their
voice to project the voices of the unheard. Often there are limited, sometimes
none, BIPOC in rooms with higher authority, so white WC professionals need to
step in and voice the concerns of the BIPOC community. They also need to state
the obvious - there needs to be more BIPOC involved in the decision-making
processes. Advocating for suppressed voices will not always be easy and it will
require white WC professionals to give up some power. Shining the light on
others could potentially dim their own and they have to be ok with that. They also
have to be ok with receiving no reward for speaking up. White WC professionals
should know from the beginning that they will receive nothing for simply
advocating for human rights. They either have the heart to do it or they do not.
(Praxis, TBD)
I share their words because they are to whom I am accountable. I started this dissertation
by saying that I must, as a white woman, use my position to make way for those whose
voices are more important than mine. Their voices are more important than mine and I
will not get in the way of their telling.

Community Building and Risk Taking
One concern raised by many participants within this project is the element of risk.
When doing community-building work, participants often considered the risk of showing
their true selves and how those selves would be received within systems and cultures that
often oppress. These oppressions were experienced in social abuses of power whose
intention is to limit, constrain, condemn, marginalize or other a person’s expression of
self. This was true not just between students and non-students but between academic
colleagues with varying degrees of status, power and capital: tenure-track, tenured,
administrators, staff, early career, Black, female and other markers. Communities coming
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together to act as collectives. The ever-present discussion of risk as these collectives,
communities, were forming was vital. These included conversations about expectations
and standards articulated early on to identify ways to create braver spaces,
acknowledging positionalities and privileges and not assuming a single person’s sense of
comfort or safety was being shared by all but instead a possible indicator of their own
lack of awareness. The conversations were often uncomfortable, emotional and difficult
at times but necessary.
The result of committing to the time, energy and care needed to have these
conversations meant progressing towards a place where the community or collective was
open to create together, where meaningful and informed progress was being made to a
deep and committed path of structural and cultural change. The level of engagement
affected the level of investment and sense of agency experienced by those who had a
hand in co-constructing the work set forth. The sharing of one’s experiences through
storytelling and anecdotal sharing allowed for lower stake risk-taking to occur, allowing
for glimpses of who one another were, where and how we may begin to see one another.
When considering the level of risk, remembering who the individuals composing
those communities are is essential. I learned the deepest sense of this as someone
embedded and actively participating in activist writing communities. Someone who stood
shoulder to shoulder thinking, listening, researching, talking and writing alongside my
fellow community members. Seeing each other, truly seeing each other, for all our good,
bad and too be improved mattered. This process for collectives centers around knowing
four questions, each to be asked with the members in mind and informed by their
answers, be they written or spoken, anonymously or pseudonymously.
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First, name the systems of oppression currently existent within the community
and make note of whether those systems are explicitly or implicitly recognized.



Second, discuss the potential consequences and/or support if the concerns of the
community are moved outward and taken to places beyond the core group.
Discussing whether the individual would be greeted with the same level of care
and respect, and what to do if not, is vital to maintaining the overall health of both
the individual and the work being done by the community.



Third, develop an understanding of how identity and oppression may shift over
time and be willing to continue thinking, reading, discussing, and writing together
over the course of time to cultivate a space for learning how we may continue to
show up.



Lastly, examine the role restorative practices and processes may hold in
communities taking these risks.

People who are marginalized, or historically excluded, by systems of oppression are
completely aware of what drives them to silence. White allies need to do more than just
be aware—they need to do the work of cultivating authentic spaces where braver
conversations may occur, not spaces where students are forced into revealing themselves
just so the white educator can say they’re “socially just”. Through intentional
transformation and [re]configuration of the normative structures of relationships within
the higher education system, we can truly create changes which move beyond the
superficial and into a space where community-building leads to holistic
acknowledgement of all those doing the work to make social justice actionable.
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Writing Across Communities in Practice
Actual, tangible, work needs to be done collectively and holistically. This work
needs to be social, interactive and shared with an intentional strike against the selfisolating nature of higher education. As we have seen in this dissertation, the Bigger6 and
the new university writing center were formed to strike against this feeling of isolation
and solitude. They were designed to promote agency, antiracist practices, and
opportunities for equity through the intentional centering often silences and dismissed
perspectives.
So how do we keep doing this work? Below are a few reminders, statements and
moments which help build collective communities who use writing and dialogue to
emerge as social justice advocates:


Take up relational work



Dialogue, early and often. Listen.



Encourage research projects that are ethnographic in nature



Constantly ask what is working and what is not; promote continual learning; do
something with what you have learned



Take initiative, advocate, be a leader.



Write into Google docs together



Work in small mentor groups/ reciprocal mentorship



Place students as partners/ co-create with BIPOC students



Invite folks into the discussion but include everyone; do not perpetuate the
hierarchy of positionalities by only allowing some to speak and especially not
encourage the speaking for
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Address the issues as they arise in fieldwork; “on your feet” work



Always conscious/ever aware of who is speaking and being invited to speak, who
is silenced, who is dismissed.



Use clout and privilege for the betterment of those without



Intentionally displace ego; be humble; give honorariums to younger scholars



Lift each other up in interviews by shining light on others work;



Laugh; vent (especially as students move through classes and within the
institution and continue to learn what is/isn’t allowed and expected of them/their
voice);



Eat together and spend time commuting. (driving undergrads to NEWCA--hem
seeing me as mom, buying ice cream after presentation)



Be selfless; place others before themselves



Ask questions; give folks the time to process and talk through their learnings and
concerns

Accountability: A Note to White People
In the decades I have spent growing up and teaching in Queens, New York, I have
learned and continue to learn a few things about how to move beyond being an ally and
lean into becoming an accomplice. These experiences, along with being asked to teach
fellow white folks how to do the work, “to be better” or to collaborate has led me to
articulate the following thoughts. Many of these articulations stem from my notion that
many white folks have not been privy to the companionship of or the sharing of lived
experiences (including formative ones) with anyone other than white folks. They may
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have been recently “awakened” to the realities of racism and feel the need to become
allies but many do not know how or are unwilling to do the work, the actual work-work.
Allies should not use outrage and should check their privilege when experiencing
the tendencies to express outrage. Outrage is often the manifestation of white privilege,
or in other words not needing to know about racism because it doesn’t affect you. This
behavior shows you have not had to live through the experiences, including violence and
trauma, others have based upon the color of their skin. This behavior also means you
have not sat with the fact that you were afforded the comfort of moving in, out and in
between (traditional and institutional) spaces designed with you in mind. In my
experience, this is extremely frustrating for BIPOC for whom your shock and use of
words like “appalled” and “unacceptable” are clear displays of your ignorance and reveal
how little you paid attention to what are often daily struggles until now.
Instead of publicly performing your outrage, express it privately and educate yourself on
the history of racism. You may even want to do a bit of legwork in looking into
advocacy. Learn about the slave trade, racism, colonialism, eugenics, etc. instead of being
and remaining in shock...be informed.
As we have seen for years, there is an urge to say something about racism on
social media but especially when fellow white people are reminding one another to be
silent is to be complicit. However, if your activism begins and ends with a hashtag-- or if
your activism begins and ends on a screen (words on a page, resting in your syllabi,
articulations in a journal article- then you are not an ally and you sure as hell aren’t an
accomplice. You are excusing yourself from the true commitment and sacrifice necessary
to dismantle the system of racism. You are not embracing discomfort. You are not willing
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to put your ego, positionality, literal money and/or privilege aside. You are still centering
your whiteness. Many have been unwilling to receive no credit or acknowledgment at all
for their actions. The communities represented by the Writing Center Collective and the
Bigger6Romantix collective move past simple lip services.
Write or retweet the tweet, fill your Instagram (IG) feed or stories, promote or
express concern on Facebook but for each time you post or “raise awareness”, open your
wallet and donate to mutual aid, donate to organizations that have been striving to make a
difference long before you became “woke”. Challenge yourself to do acts that matter like
these privately, with full realization and acceptance that no one will ever know.
Challenge yourself to be in loud support of Black women in staff meetings so they do not
need to be. Challenge yourself to say the words of support to person of color in the
moment rather than wait for a private opportunity after the fact. Make your support
known, public, explicit and expressed often. Decentering whiteness means stepping aside
even yourself.
BIPOC do not have time to listen to you express your guilt and complicity. You
may feel overwhelmed with guilt and shame for being complicit; you may lose sleep over
the injustices of racism; you may be “sickened” to find out the truth. This isn’t about you.
Get over yourself, stop centering your emotions and realize that none of that is
helpful. Of course it is important to process the sense of guilt you may feel. Try
meditating, writing in a journal or process these feelings with other white people. The old
adage of “when you know better, you do better” means now you know but you got lots
more to learn so be open to it. You do not need to express this new knowledge out loud
with the intention of getting applause for your efforts and learning. Check yourself.
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You do not have the right to shame other people. You are not permitted to make
them feel stupid for not doing enough. Shaming is an ineffective means of motivating
people into action. In fact, the utterance of shame frames you as the good person and
others as the bad people. That’s not what allyship is about--allyship is not about identity
but a lifelong commitment to acts of anti-racism. Allyship is about taking up the work,
not pointing out your own superiority for doing the work.
Take some time and look at yourself. Figure out where you are racist and if you
don’t think you are then look again. It is fine to call people out, or call them in, when you
see them being racist but avoid blanket statements and posts about what others aren’t
doing.
Entering into debates with folks who say “all lives matter”, who “don’t see color”
or are “colorblind, or don’t believe they are racist is usually a waste of time. These folks
are seeking to discredit the existence of racism. They either have not seen the truth yet or
are so comfortable in and privileged by their own whiteness that they have no interest in
learning the truth, some may not have learned the truth yet. Regardless, change will not
come from them and it is important to realize this for they will zap your energy.
The best you can do is explain your perspective; share a few resources for them to
educate themselves. If they want to engage with an open mind, engage but be conscious
of their willingness to move forward or stand still and let that guide your decisions...but
always get back to your own work. I can only hope the exploration into the
Bigger6Romantix collective and the staff of the university writing center show how these
practices are enacted, and a form of enacting care as both allyship and accompliceship.
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Final Thoughts
As I continued to write this dissertation, I gained insight into the importance of
processual view of the project. Rather than beating myself up over how long it has taken
me to complete this project, I decided to make a mental shift and realize that what I have
gained in being so reflective of my methodologies and acting with great care could
actually be considered a conceptual toolkit. Rather than viewing this dissertation on
social justice in absolutist terms, I was projecting and enacting a more nuanced,
alternative approach that takes potential and practice through action as its main trajectory.
The practices and products of the research participants I have chosen for this project are
part of a larger picture, one where collaborators are reflective of the dilemmas and the
contradictions they have as they move within and beyond community spaces. This has
also made me aware of just how much activist or social justice research emerges out of
relationships and dialogue between scholar activists and collaborators. Quite often
feminist debates about epistemologies have challenged the ways certain forms of
knowledge are values while others are marginalized and subjugated (Mendez, 156).
When boundaries are pushed and engagements are broadened to extend beyond the
“academic space”, new forums are established to express ideas, as well as conjure and
invite continued expressions of interest to publics beyond an academic community.
These changes often shift the control of the institution into the hands of the
community members. While some discipline-specific jargon, concepts and phrases may
take the hit, new languages and meanings are valued and thereby create an alternative
sphere of engagement. By talking to one another, having open dialogue, we can imagine
and set the steps for envisioning a future that speaks in a counterhegemonic way about
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learning. This may drastically shift thinking about how, why and by whom mission
statements, policies and objectives should be written. With these collective dialogic
literacies at play, there appears to be a better chance of enacting the social justice
objectives held closest to its community practitioners.
Through an ethics of collaboration and collective dialogic exchanges, the students
of the University writing center and the founders and supporters of Bigger6Romantix
demonstrate the importance of enacting racial literacy.
These communities do the work of making joint-authored coalition statements and
engaging with the reading of critical texts (e.g., writings about race, racism, diversity)
across various fields and disciplines with the intention of better understanding, discussing
and writing ways to discuss, problematize, and refute racial stereotypes and racist
hierarchical systems in society and in their institutions. However, they do not attempt this
work without first reflecting upon themselves and examining their own notions of race,
especially Blackness. Together they speak into and critique their postionalities and lived
experiences of race and racism with the intention of holding others accountable when
entering their teaching and learning spaces. They do not shy away from difficult
conversations. Perhaps most importantly, they make social justice actionable by moving
against racist or discriminatory practices that cause negative outcomes for their Black
students and other students of color in these spaces.
Racial literacy […] promotes deep self-examination and requires actions that can
lead to sustainable social justice and educational equity for all students, and Black
students in particular. Without racial literacy, teacher educators and their students
will continue to find themselves powerless in systems based on race. (SealeyRuiz, 5)
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Sealey-Ruiz (2021) has conceptualized Six Components to Racial Literacy Development:
critical love, critical humility, critical reflection, historical literacy, archaeology of self,
and interruption:

Fig. 5 Racial Literacy chart. Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz Teachers College, Columbia University. From “What Is
Racial Literacy? Racial Literacy in Teacher Education Enacting Racial Literacy.” Racial Literacy
Development Model for Teaching and Learning A Policy Research Brief produced by the James R. Squire
Office of the National Council of Teachers of English ©2021 by the National Council of Teachers of
English.

We are no longer tip-toeing and ready to call out inequities if we attempt to
“disrupt the racelessness in education, but focus specifically on higher education and the
challenges associated with moving the academy [or learning communities] forward in a
way that explicitly names racism/White supremacy in areas such as college access,
curriculum, and policy.” (Patton, 316) If the dominant voices in the academy are to shift
then we must be aware of what Bell has spent the greater portion of fifteen years
emphasizing the convergence principle. Collectives, community, is needed if institutions
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of higher education are going to more away from making empty, symbolic efforts which
only benefit the perpetuation of those who have historically been in power and centered.
Appearance of awareness is not enough. The work of these two research groups proves
that transformative knowledge if dangerous because it threatens dominant groups in our
society that wish to perpetuate mainstream, knowledge, structures, inequities and
positions of power which serve to oppress historically marginalized people.
Within this dissertation, I have examined emerging writing community collectives
which seek to challenge the normative hierarchy of higher education in both composition
and curricula. First, I lay the groundwork for what theories and literacies need to be in
dialogue amongst collective participants to do this forward thinking work. In the next two
chapters, I demonstrate the results of the empirical research conducted to explore the
ways activist writers (those with exposure to social justice literacies from across and
outside academic communities) influence an ethics of collaboration and overall
expansion of more public-facing, engaged and inclusive research pedagogy and
scholarship. Lastly, I ask my reader(s) to consider how they may take up such work
within their own communities.
The excitement of this project rests in the fact it is deeply embedded in definitions of
community and collective efforts. The promise of its nature to continuous change and be
informed by the conversations and collective dialogue occurring within any specific
grouping of social justice seeking people means this work must always be fluid. Because
of these factors, the possibilities for continued research are endless. If the proximity to
people and understanding one another is truly at the heart of this dissertation, then the
future work to be taken up most be defined by the needs of who we are acting as
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accomplices on behalf. If we continue to recognize and give up privilege for the sake of
those with less, then I can envision this project extending to examining the ways we
interact and advocate for those writers who were not discussed at length. This includes
advocacy on behalf of indigenous writers, writers with [dis]abilities, LGBTQIA+ writers.
Yet, advocacy may only go so far.
In this capitalistic society, we must not underestimate the importance of literally
figuring out how we get money into the hands of those in need. Unless you’re literally
giving monetary compensation, extending deadlines, supplying writing support through
thoughtful feedback which highlights their lived experiences and saving them from
reproducing elitism in the academy then I don’t want to hear you. I’m sure there’s more
than these but it’s where I start from. Faculty, administrators, students, scholars and all
writers interested in taking up the work of ethically collaborating and creating more
equitable environments must give by way of mutual aid, an extension of this
dissertation’s attention to the act of relations, connections, exchanges and humanity.
All too often activist work and movement are caught up in looking far and wide. Our
eyes get big as we look to amass followings, increase numbers and grow an audience of
fellow allies and accomplices. But what if we were to remember Adrienne Maree
Brown’s question: “What our movements would look like if we focused on critical
connections instead of critical mass”. What would it mean to move from “mile wide inch
deep” movements to “inch deep mile wide” (Brown, 24). What if we were committed to
growing longstanding, meaningful connections with writers in our now, our immediate
rather than seek interventions in large scare? I ask my reader(s) to reflect on the
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possibility of depth work: the type of work with comes from being shoulder to shoulder,
in the weeds together, and looking outward upon the world.
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Appendix A

Recruitment Script

English Department
St. John Hall

Hello, ________________.
Would you be interested in taking part in a research study to learn more about the
literacies utilized by civically-engaged, activist writers with exposure to social justice
literacies from across and outside academic communities? This study will be conducted
by myself, the Principal Investigator and a PhD Candidate in the English Department, at
St. John’s University as part of my qualitative research project for my dissertation titled
Rhetoric of Collaboration: Using Ethics of Social Justice and Activism through Writing
Communities. My faculty mentor is Dr. Steven Alvarez of the English Department in St.
John’s College of Liberal Arts and Sciences at St. John’s University, and you may
contact him to learn more about the study.
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. If you agree to be in this study,
you will be asked to do the following:



Complete a questionnaire about your background (age, gender, race, education,
etc.), life experiences, values, passions and desires.
Take two (2), sixty-minute interviews focusing primarily on the social issues and
antiracist methodologies most prevalent in your life, the literacies you have
gained as an active citizen, advocate, socially-conscious individual, and your
interactions within and beyond normatively defined academic space.

Your verbal answers to both questionnaires and the interviews will be digitally recorded,
transcribed and/or may appear in my research notes for this project. You may review
these documents and request that all or any portion of these documents be destroyed.
Also, should you decide to withdraw from the study, your decision will be respected, as
well as all materials you wish to not be included in the study.
Participation in the study will involve a few hours of your time to complete both
questionnaires and answer questions during the interviews. There are no known risks
associated with participation in this research project beyond those of everyday life.
Thank you!
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Appendix B

English Department
St. John Hall
July 2, 2019
Survey/Questionnaire



How do you self-identify? (suggested reflections: race, ethnicity, gender, age, and
any other preferred identifiers)



Describe your primary function as a scholar.



Which communities do you feel you belong?



Which communities do you advocate for (may/may not be self-represented
within)?



Where would you say you have received your academic, cultural, professional
and civic education?



Of the passions you hold, which are most pertinent to your life today?



Of the privileges you hold, which do you see voluntarily and/or involuntarily
impacting your actions most these days?



What are your positionalities in, across and beyond the normative definition of
academia?
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Appendix C

Consent Form
Dear _________________________:
You have been invited to take part in a research study to learn more about the literacies
utilized by civically-engaged, activist writers with exposure to social justice literacies
from across and outside academic communities. This study will be conducted by Tina M.
Iemma, the Principal Investigator and a PhD Candidate in the English Department, at St.
John’s University as part of her qualitative research project for her dissertation: Rhetoric
of Collaboration: Using Ethics of Social Justice and Activism through Writing
Communities. Her faculty mentor is Dr. Steven Alvarez of the English Department in St.
John’s College of Liberal Arts and Sciences at St. John’s University.
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. If you agree to be in this study,
you will be asked to do the following:



Complete a questionnaire about your background (age, gender, race, education,
etc.), life experiences, values, passions and desires.
Take one or two, sixty-minute interviews focusing primarily on the social issues
and antiracist methodologies most prevalent in your life, the literacies you have
gained as an active citizen, advocate, socially-conscious individual, and your
interactions within and beyond normatively defined academic space.

Your verbal answers to both questionnaires and the interviews will be digitally recorded,
transcribed and/or may appear in my research notes for this project. You may review
these documents and request that all or any portion of these documents be destroyed.
Participation in the study will involve a few hours of your time to complete both
questionnaires and answer questions during the interviews. There are no known risks
associated with participation in this research project beyond those of everyday life.
This research may help me understand how civically-engaged, activist writers (with
exposure to social justice literacies from across and outside academic communities)
produce mentalities , promote conditions and continuously develop literacies which play
out, mold, and shape his/her /their interactions with faculty, students and administrators
during class, at conferences and during other interactions with members (colleagues,
students, faculty and administrators) in various environments.
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Appendix C (continued)

Confidentiality of your research records will be strictly maintained by my faculty
supervisor, Dr. Steven Alvarez. Your consent forms will be kept confidential; your
identity will not become known or linked with any information you have provided, with
the following exception: the researcher is required by law to report to appropriate
authorities, suspicion of harm to yourself, to children or to others. Your written work may
be exhibited anonymously by the researcher.
Participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to participate or withdraw at any
time without penalty. If there is anything about the study or your participation that is
unclear or that you do not understand or if you have questions or wish to report a
research-related problem, you may contact Tina M. Iemma at iemmat@stjohns.edu or the
faculty sponsor, Dr. Steven Alvarez at alvares1@stjohns.edu.
For questions about your rights as a research participant, you may contact the
University’s Institutional Review Board, St. John’s University, Dr. Raymond
DiGiuseppe, Chair, digiuser@stjohns.edu or 718-990-1955 or Marie Nitopi, IRB
Coordinator at nitopim@stjohns.edu or 718-990-1440.
________ Yes, I give the investigator permission to use my writing and words
anonymously for her research study.
________ No, I do not give the investigator permission to use my writing and words
anonymously for her research study.
AGREEMENT TO PARTICIPATE
________________________________________
Participant’s Signature
Sincerely,
Tina M. Iemma
Ph.D. Candidate/Researcher
English Department
St. John’s University
(718)990-6986 work
(631)766-7042 cell
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__________
Date

Appendix D

English Department
Interview Questions

St. John Hall

This qualitative research study seeks to examine the influence of emerging writing
community collectives that intervene from the outskirts in exploring social justice and
anti-racist views. I will explore how, when and why writers, who define themselves as
activists, often use their personal life experience, call to activism, and knowledge of both
writing communities and critical race theories and methodologies to inform their sessions
with students. With this theoretical framework in mind, this research project seeks to
examine the cultivation of desire, access, agency and equity at play between writers,
students, administration and the academy itself.
Here is a sampling of my research questions posed for the project:


Describe the challenges to the work being done by scholars whose commitments
are grounded in movements of social justice.



Tell me about what you see as the radical potentialities of the university as a site
occupied by communities of resistance but also shaped by elitism, social
inequality and complicities with funding sources.



Tell me how and to what effect you think scholarship be politically engaged.



Tell me about what you see as the political imperatives to attempt this work and
how are they shaped by the power and privilege held by academics.



Tell me how you think these scholars move outward and mobilize their resources
beyond the walls of the institution (i.e. twitter, writing with and alongside campus
student-based organizations and local community organizations, etc.)



Tell me what you believe are the costs of these actions? What are the costs of not
attempting these actions?
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